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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my family, relatives, friends my faithful readers and listeners. Without you, my stories are nothing but jumbled letters, thrown together with no meaning. Thank you for giving me a purpose, for allowing me to continue telling my stories with passion and enjoyment. 

Disclaimer

The following memoirs are a collection of my own personal memories, based upon what I and the others with whom I’ve shared them can recall of the times depicted.

While each and every detail may not be accurate, the events described herein contain a larger truth that I call “emotional truth.” I captured these memories as they presented themselves to me, or perhaps I could say the memories captured or captivated me—for, as they’ve grown in my mind, they have taken on a life of their own. As I’ve dwelled upon these precious gifts from the past, I have been enriched. My hope is that these tales will reach you, the reader, and enrich you as well. 

I look forward to hearing from those who may remember things differently. We can learn from each other and have a lot of fun in the process.
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​Preface
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I am known as Pineapple Sam. I have always enjoyed telling stories about my life experiences to my friends or anyone who would listen. More often than not, these tales revolve around something that happened to me personally. This allows me to express the true sentiment and feeling behind the story and, consequently, allows you to experience each moment in a way that cannot be found in a fictional story. I have found that stories are more compelling if they come straight from the horse’s mouth.  

It’s always been easy for me to find adventures in life. The difficult part is writing about those many adventures, but I promised myself that I would leave stories behind so people can enjoy them and so that my loved ones will have some idea of Pineapple Sam’s life. My adolescent and teenage years were exciting times, but things have been just as interesting in my adult life. Many people have told me they enjoy hearing my stories, so I am glad to share the chapters of my life journey as long as I can. I am sure your own life has been just as exciting, or perhaps your future years will be just as colorful. 

As the youngest son in a large family of ten—my parents, my four sisters, my three brothers, my parents, and me—I grew up observing my siblings, and I learned a lot from them. As the brat of the family, I had more freedom to investigate things and gain many of my own experiences. If you are like me, you know what I am talking about. 

As you read the following books and glimpse into the events that have comprised my early chapters of my life, perhaps you’ll see some of the same themes running through your own growing years. If you are just beginning your personal journey of teenage dilemmas that lead into adult life, then this may be a reminder of what could occur in your life too. As I already mentioned, all of my stories are based on actual events as I remember them. Some may consider this a book of fiction; others will categorize it as creative nonfiction. 

Like we say in the islands, "Go figa." Okay, enough of the rambling. Let’s get to the adventures!

Introduction

Start at the beginning with Garden of Sugar and Pineapples, the story of how S'mael's family journeyed to Hawaii for a better life, instilled a strong work ethic in a curious kid and how he still managed to get into mischief as a teen. Local Boy and Tourist is filled with hilarious high school pranks and hijinks. The warm bond between Sam, his best friends-Mondo and Randy, and his brother makes the entire book even more fun. Pineapple Picking Cowboy shares how Pineapple Sam and his teen friends are ready to find work and make some extra money without wasting their summer vacation; Solution? Nighttime pineapple picking. Add in a haunted beach and some beautiful mainland girls and there's enough adventure for everyone.

Going to the Mainland to stay with friends sounds like a good idea at the time. City life is a whole new can of worms for the Hawaiian native. New friends and newly formed enemies abound. Yet another trip to the continental US (or the mainland as the Hawaiian people call it), Kauai Hitchhikers Exploring the US is the story of an island born Sam ready to explore the rest of the United States. Having little pocket money, Sam heads across the US. Unfortunately, even in the 1960s, hitchhiking wasn't always the best mode of transportation. Sam finds this out the hard way.

Follow Sam as he leaves his island home and heads across the US to join the US Marine Corps. Hawaiian Pineapple Jarhead shows readers that there is nothing like trading sunshine and easy island living for sand-fleas and a marine training base. Killing Peace and Killing Peace II—Gone is the island kid as Sam gives you a look inside the mind of a highly skilled marine (who is still just a teenager) in South Vietnam. Go beyond the mission and into Sam's real life human reaction to the daily tragedy he sees as a soldier in war time. 

The wars and teen years are long past in The Friday the 13th Wedding as Joe heads to his daughter's wedding and his thoughts stray back to war time and to his early family years as he goes through the motions of attending but not actually being a part of the wedding. More adventures await in the Hijacked Luxury Limo. Sam has arrived in Chicago on business and is thoroughly excited about his dinner at the famous Ditka's restaurant. While waiting for his reservation time, Sam peruses a baseball convention and runs into a rather influential man. Chaos, high speed police chases and gunfire break the monotony when Sam finds himself a hostage in a hijacked limo. Like the rest of Pineapple Sam books, this night is anything but boring.

​Gardens of Sugar and Pineapples

The First Adventure

At the bus stop, Januaria took several deep breaths of cool, clean mountain air. The people nearby smiled at her when they noticed her huge belly. A plantation worker offered her his seat on the bench where they were waiting. She thanked him and slowly sat down, releasing a sigh. 

Januaria crossed her arms over her bulging belly and smiled as the baby moved vigorously inside. Her small, wicker bag hung from her right arm. She closed her eyes and wiped away the tears that tried to escape from their corners.

The days began early in Hawaii. Her husband, Segundo, left at four thirty in the morning to catch the plantation trucks at the crossing. Her children left for school at seven a.m. Once her family was gone for the day, Januaria busied herself with light chores in the morning, waiting for the right moment to leave for Wilcox Hospital in Lihue. At eleven thirty, she decided it was time to walk to the bus stop with her identification and a few necessities packed neatly in her wicker bag.

A squeal of airbrakes startled her, and she looked up to see that the bus had arrived. People began disembarking as soon as the bus door opened, tromping down the stairs.

“Let me help you, nana.” A young, petite Filipino lady offered Januaria her hand and a smile and helped her up from the bench. 

“Oh, thank you, my ading. You are so kind.” Her voice was weak but grateful to her fellow passenger.

“You are ready to have baby, nana. You look really big, no?”

“Yes, ading. I am going to the hospital now. It is time.”

“Nobody going with you to the hospital, nana?”

“No, but it is okay. I left a note for my children and tata. They will come to the hospital after work and school.”

“Oh. Good then.”

The last person to board the bus was a farmer. He waited for Januaria to climb the steps and helped her to an open chair behind the driver. “Nana, give me your hand. Let me help you.” The farmer gently grabbed her hand and guided her to a seat.

“Oh, thank you, barrock.”

This baby would be her eighth. She was a loving mother and was, she thought, quite experienced at giving birth. She continued her breathing exercises as she maintained her seated position, trying not to let the bouncing of the bus jar the baby too much. Each labor pain brought tightness to her belly and a grimace to her face until it finally ebbed away. It was an agonizing forty minutes before the bus finally pulled up in front of the hospital.

Januaria gathered her strength to exit the bus and to admit herself to deliver what she hoped would be her last child; after all, she was forty-two years old herself. Once she checked in at the admissions desk, the hospital nurses’ aides helped her into a wheelchair, and one wheeled her to her room. It had been an hour since the contractions made her leave the house.

“Good morning, Mrs. Tabalno. How are you today?” Dr. Kulman strolled into the room and greeted his patient with a smile.

“Good morning, Doctor,” she answered. “I think this baby is big boy, Doctor, yes?”

“Yes, I think so, but don’t worry. We can do this like the last time, with your son Hank, okay?”

“I hope so, Doctor, but I am a little scared this time,” she said, tears welling in her eyes. 

“It’ll be okay.” The doctor patted her hand to reassure her.

“Nasakit! It hurts worse than the last time, Doctor. Please give me medicine.” Her voice was almost a whisper as another contraction overtook her. “Nasakit! Nasakit!”

Dr. Kulman stepped over to one of the nurses and gave her instructions. When the nurse nodded her head, acknowledging his orders, they both left the room. 

A few minutes later, she returned with a syringe. “This is pain medication the doctor ordered for you,” she said.

Januaria was quite relieved, but the pain was so strong she could only nod and offer a weak smile. 

The labor pains and delivery seemed to be taking longer than usual, and even Dr. Kulman was a bit worried. It had been twelve hours since his patient’s labor had begun, and she was not dilated enough for the baby’s head to exit. “Your wife is trying very hard to deliver your child, but we may have no choice but to perform the C-section, Segundo,” he said, his third plea to the father of the yet-unborn baby; he could not perform the procedure without the consent of the next of kin. 

“No need. We wait,” Segundo said, sitting next to his wife’s bed. He wrapped one of his work-worn hands over his wife’s and waved Dr. Kulman off with the other. 

In spite of Segundo’s instructions, Dr. Kulman ordered that an operation room should be prepped. 

The children were in the waiting room, with extended family, expecting good news at any moment, news of their new little brother entering the world. 

Belinda, Januaria’s cousin, had been in and out of the delivery room and finally saw the need to intervene. She asked to speak to Dr. Kulman. “Doctor, I wish to talk to my cousin, Segundo, about the situation. I understand you are trying your best under the circumstances.”

“Please talk to him if you think it will help. We must convince him that a C-section is necessary at this point. Januaria’s and the infant’s lives are in danger.” 

The operating room was alerted to stand by. In the room were two nurses, an anesthesiologist and an intern. 

In the delivery room, beside his wife, Segundo listened to what Belinda had to say. He was skeptical about the C-section because he did not understand why it was necessary to cut the baby out of his wife, nor could he imagine her suffering in recovery, as she’d delivered her last seven children without incident. He did not understand why this time, this child, would be any different. 

“Manong,” Belinda said, “please give Dr. Kulman permission to take out baby by C-section so manang doesn’t have to suffer anymore.” 

After some hesitation, Segundo said, “We will ask your manang.” He stood and looked at his wife.

“Nasakit, nasakit! It hurts,” Januaria whispered, her eyes half-closed.

Segundo stared at his wife as her tears rolled down the right side of her face, bent away from him. She did not want him to be upset because of her, so she said nothing more, but in her pain, she only wanted the ordeal to end. The contractions grew stronger and came closer together, clenching her entire body in their grip.

“Please, manong. Dr. Kulman said she will die, and baby going to be in trouble too,” Belinda begged, her own tears flowing. “If she dies and baby lives, how will that look? Please give them both chances to live. Please, manong!”

The nurses looked at them with sympathy, and then pretended to busy themselves with their nursing duties, discreetly prepping Januaria for surgery. The permission forms for the procedure were laid on the table next to the bed. 

Segundo looked at his wife, acknowledging her weakened state and then slowly walked over to the table and began signing the documents.

It is no surprise that this child was different from the rest. In fact, he always found his way into trouble. Never one to shy away from living, his life was an adventure, right from the start. In the enchanting county of Kauai, in a town called Lihue, in the wee hours of April 25, I was born into this world.

“Congratulations, Mrs. Tabalno! You did well, and you have another baby boy. We will bring him to you as soon as you feel better, okay?” The nurse patted Januaria’s hand. 

My mother was exhausted. Three hours after I was delivered by C-section, she was still hazy from the lingering effects of sedation, but she was allowed to hold her infant son for the first time. I was, in fact, the last child to be born into our family, and they called me Ismael.

Garden of Sugar and Pineapples

Gardens of Earthly Delight

Together with my brother, I was one of two Hawaiian-born among the family. My parents left the Philippines and immigrated to Hawaii in 1946, an odyssey that marked the end of World War II for them. Leaving was not an easy decision, and my oldest brother and sister stayed behind in the custody of my grandparents. It would be many years before they were able to join us in Hawaii, but that’s another story.

At that time, the United States government was seeking laborers for the highly lucrative and rapidly expanding sugarcane and pineapple industry in Hawaii. The war had scarred the Philippines with devastation, leaving millions of its residents out of work. Hawaii was the place where my parents and thousands of other migrant workers chose to pursue their golden opportunity.

One of my brothers and three sisters accompanied my parents on their journey to Hawaii, that faraway place in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. In the years that followed, they did not speak much about that trip, except to say that the ships that carried them were full of people, and they wondered where all of them had come from. For almost thirty days, they and their shipmates kept up their strength on rationed food and waited patiently to step on the shores of a new land.

After my nearly tragic but ultimately triumphant birth, I was baptized Roman-Catholic at St. Raphael Church in Koloa. My parents were devoted Catholic Christians, so I attended part of my elementary school in Catechism of the Catholic Church. Both of my parents valued hard work and spent every hour of every day doing whatever was necessary to keep our family together. We were what most people considered poor, but we were taught to view hardship as a challenge that could be overcome rather than a real setback. 

My father was a laborer at the Grove Farm sugar plantation, and my mother was the caregiver of our family. She kept herself busy all day, preparing delicious meals on a modest budget and doing household chores. As a child, I was strapped to a cotton harness that she wore on her back, and I recall her humming as she did her daily housekeeping and laundering. In addition to washing our own family’s clothing, to supplement my father’s income, she washed, dried, and folded clothing for some of the unmarried laborers in our community. I do not remember ever seeing my parents take time to rest.

We lived in an area called the Spanish Camp, a half-mile north from downtown Koloa. It was a plantation-style camp designed primarily for employees and families of those who worked for the sugar plantation or pineapple canneries; they had once been primarily of Spanish descent, hence the name. The house we lived in was a testament to utility. It had three bedrooms, a living room, a kitchen, and a front porch—no more than 800 square feet of living space, in which 8 of us managed to live together. The home was built three feet off the ground to prevent water from flooding the house during the rainy season. Through the cracks in the floorboards, I could see into the deep, dark hollow under the house. All of the homes in the Spanish Camp looked the same, with walls made of thin pine, capped with a corrugated tin roof. During the rainy season, the wind, rain, and rushing water performed a symphony on those metal rooftops. 

We did not have many luxuries, including running hot water. The bathhouse was strategically situated ten feet away from the main house. For the first ten years of my life, we had to bathe daily by heating our own water in a fifty-gallon drum over an open fire pit. This chore fell to the men in the family, and I remember many nights when I and my brothers passed between the house and the bathhouse, shivering, while the entire family cycled through their bathing routine.

True to form, the Tabalnos were not about to settle for the condition of our home. My father, a self-taught carpenter of rather amazing skill, rounded his friends up and jumpstarted the additions to our humble abode. I think it was an opportunity for him to show off his construction skills to the guys. In no time, they had built a detached garage on the right side of the house and another in the rear. They also constructed a wraparound porch that did not quite wrap all the way around. We needed the garage, because my dad took great pride in his car and loved to drive it around our camp and the neighboring towns. If my mother had known how to read, write, and speak English, I am sure nothing would have stopped her from getting a driver’s license too. Nevertheless, that amazing woman’s tenacity and commitment to her family have shaped me throughout my life.

“Mama!” I said, running through the screen door at the back of the house, “I’m going do some work on the Bates’s back yard on Saturday.”

Like our parents, the notion of idleness was not in mine or my siblings’ vocabulary. From a young age, we began taking on odd jobs, working as a family to make ends meet. Our economic status only motivated us to work harder and look deeper for opportunities to succeed. I was excited whenever I was given the opportunity to work. 

Unlike our plantation house, the Bates’s residence was among the better-constructed homes located outside our camp. Those houses were nearly four times bigger than our humble dwelling and had larger yards. All of the larger houses were reserved for plantation supervisors and their families. Most of the families were haoles (white) too. Periodically, the ladies who resided there asked kids like me to help trim and clear the fast-growing grass and shrubbery.

“I going make some rice balls and boiled egg for lunch,” my mother said.

I knew a couple of small rice balls and a hard-boiled egg would be more than enough to sustain me, considering that I would be munching on delicious lychees and juicy Haden mangoes too. “Okay, Ma. I going ten in the morning for four hours. She said she going pay me one dollar to cut some bushes and clean up da yard.”

“Make surwa you tell yo fadda which cutting tools you going use. You know haw he is when his tools missing.”

“I know, Ma.”

My dad made many of his own tools out of wood and scrap metal, and he knew where each one was at all times. I searched through the tool shed and set aside my choice of gardening tools: a regular hoe, a sharpened sickle, and the all-purpose machete. At thirteen, I was already a seasoned yard boy, having started at the ripe old age of five by helping dad and my siblings maintain our own small yard.

We had a small but enchanting garden behind our house. It was more than the average vegetable garden. It abounded with luscious fruit trees and a variety of vegetables. Our home was surrounded by that small garden paradise of papayas, avocados, bananas, mangoes, and many other delectable delights grown from the earth. To add to the magic of the place, we built a modest pond, eight by ten feet and a little more than two feet deep, in which we raised and stocked catfish. In addition to the pond, there was the nearby Waidagi River and the Waita Reservoir, the largest in the state of Hawaii for freshwater tilapia, catfish, and bass as well. The ocean beaches of Black Mountain, Mahaulepu, Ship Wreck, Poipu, and Kukuiula were our fishing grounds, the source of many-a-fresh meal. 

Life was bountiful, regardless of our economic means. I worked at the big houses outside our camp, and I was grateful for the work, but seeing the money others had never made me appreciate the beauty of our own home any less.

Garden of Sugar and Pineapples

Magic and Mischief

I slept with the window open at night, and from my bed, I could hear neighborhood dogs barking in the distance, as well as the screeching cries of an occasional catfight. In the spring and summer, there were sounds of life outside; voices carried on the air late into the night, and crickets chirped from their home in the plants outside my window. 

In the fall and winter, the night sky would cloud over, and sometimes the silver moon would peek through the cover and cast a white light over everything. On moonlit nights, I would kneel by my window and look out at our majestic garden that butted up against that side of the house. One night, the moon’s reflection landed exactly in the little pond where the catfish were swimming; it looked as if the silvery orb was taking a dip in the water with the fish. I imagined what it would be like if fish swam in the sky with the moon instead of in the water.

At night, my father sometimes left in his car. That was how I knew he loved driving. I would hear him tinkering around out by the garage, and then the door would open, and I’d hear the engine of the car start up and the wheels crunch across the gravel as he backed out. I watched at the window until the car pulled into view, its lights blinking through the twisted branches of our yard’s lush vegetation. Eventually, the taillights would disappear, and the roar of the 1945 Chevy engine would melt away, only to be replaced again by the sounds of the night.

I often tried to wait for him to come back, fantasizing that he would come to my window when he returned and invite me to climb out and go for a ride. One time, I yawned and must have fallen asleep where I sat, because some time later, I felt my mother’s arms moving me to my mattress. 

In spite of those winter nights, it seemed as if my childhood was an endless round of summer. My mother always needed something from our garden for her cooking, so my youngest sister and brother and I were sent out to harvest whatever ingredients she required. We learned at a young age which spices were which and when the mangoes were ripe enough to pick and put in my sister’s cotton bag. It was scary but completely thrilling to be up in those high branches, twisting and hanging like monkeys. Up among the dark leaves, where I had an excellent view of the neighboring yards, I felt I’d been born a giant rather than a small-for-his-age little kid. I took pride in climbing higher than my brother and sister and finding the most vibrant fruits up at the top, where the sun coaxed them to perfect ripeness. 

When I chose a good one, I would either hand it down to my sister to put in her bag, or I would peel back the skin and suck the delicious fruit in through my teeth. If I found a particularly good branch, I would sit there under the cover of the leaves, munching away until there was nothing but a pit left. I sometimes fantasized that I might be able to conceal myself in the tree and hide until the search parties were called out, but I would hear my brothers and sisters playing nearby or hear other children in the camp shouting, and I’d have to go see what was going on.

I ran into my mom while she stood in our kitchen, washing jars for canning. I wrapped my arms around her as if I’d actually been gone on a long journey rather than just up in a tree for a half-hour.

“You stay all sticky and messy!” She laughed. “You like help, Mael? We going make jam and mango seed snack.”

The mangoes we had picked were laid out on the kitchen table and counter, some of the finest, juiciest specimens I had ever seen. 

“Oh, Mama, I no can look at another mango!” I said, holding my belly. I often got my fill from our garden; it was the very best kind of hunger satisfaction. 

After we did our chores in the garden, my brothers, sisters, and I went fishing at the Waidagi River and Waita Reservoir. We dug earthworms behind the Spanish Camp pigpens, where the dirt was ripe and moist, and then we gathered our poles and tackle from the shed. My older siblings had bicycles, but those of us who were smaller rode on the handlebars, down to the shores of the reservoir. 

We threw the lines in, propped the poles up with bells at the end to alert us of any potential catches, and then we lay in the tall horse grass and fell asleep under the warm sun, waiting for the tilapia, carp or catfish to bite. Occasionally, we’d catch the much-prized large-mouth bass, but the dark red tilapias usually took the bait. 

Willy, our dog, followed along behind us to and from the reservoir and always found a good spot to nap in the shade. Every time a bell jingled on one of the poles, he barked to wake us, and then he’d hop around us while we reeled in our catch. After catching enough fish for the day, we jumped into the cool, refreshing water before heading back home. 

Life was a mix of hard manual labor and complete and total leisure, but even the hard work was enjoyable. I loved being outside and helping with the tilling, digging, planting, and weeding in the garden. One morning, my father called me out specifically to help him in the garden. I always felt a little taller when dad singled me out, and I worked extra hard on those occasions to impress him. He showed me what he needed to be done and gave me the small tools I’d need to dig out the plots for the new plantings. I felt especially grown up when he trusted me enough to leave me to do the task entirely on my own—well, just me and Willy. 

My dog stood by for a bit, watching and panting with his tongue hanging out while I cleared the weeds away and began tilling the soil. After a long while, Willy must have gotten bored, because he moseyed over to take a nap under a tree, but he still watched me until he fell asleep and then when he woke up again. 

I stopped and sat beside my best friend to enjoy a snack of ripe fruit and vegetables, eyeing the large amount of work that still lay before me. We continued that way for the rest of the afternoon, Willy watching and me working. 

It was late afternoon when I finished, and I was so proud of the job I’d done that I ran inside, still full of energy. This time, I gladly helped my mom in the kitchen so I could see out the window when my dad checked out the work I had done. I figured he would be surprised that I had finished so quickly and done such a good job, that he would be full of praise and tell everyone at dinner that I was the best helper he’d ever had. 

When I finally saw him approaching, I stopped to watch, suddenly full of excitement at the prospect of his reaction. For a moment, I thought my father was going to walk right past the garden without stopping to look, because his head was down. Then he glanced over and stopped to look again. He backtracked and stood on the other side of the area I’d prepared, closely scrutinizing my work. He stood there for a long time, and then finally threw his hands up in the air, shaking his head and muttering something I couldn’t hear—not at all the reaction I expected. 

He was visibly upset, but I didn’t understand why. I pushed through the screen door, but before I could ask him what was wrong, he shouted in Filipino, “What you mean by dis, Mael? What you do to awa garden?” 

My mother came out of the kitchen door, followed by my siblings, who had obviously heard him yelling at me and wanted to know why I was in trouble.

My father waved my mother over, and she went to stand beside him. Her eyes narrowed for a moment, and then her hand flew to her mouth, stifling a laugh. 

Only when I looked at my day’s work from my parents’ and sibling’ perspective did I see my error. Not once had I stood back to examine my work, and it was a case of not seeing the forest for the trees. I looked at my laughing family, and then observed the full effect of my work: Our garden was barren, covered in large mounds of freshly piled dirt that looked as if we had just buried half a dozen bodies.

Over the next day or two, our neighbors all came to chuckle over our so-called graveyard and commend me on my hard work. Even though I hadn’t intended to turn our garden into a burial ground, it was enjoyable to watch my father tell the story to our friends and neighbors. He used his hands and was quite animated when he reiterated the events, and his face came alive with something so very much like the happiness I had imagined he would wear when he saw my gardening work. He said, “That’s Mael. It is always sumting wit’ dat one,” and he laughed and put a hand on my shoulder. 

Because of my father’s laughter and his joy, in spite of the great catastrophe of the result, all in all, my hard work had been successful.

Garden of Sugar and Pineapples

Sugar Days and Pineapple Nights

Once or twice a week, I noticed my father driving away at night in his light gray Chevy. My fantasies of him inviting me for a drive had expanded to include me sitting in the front seat and looking out the window while he drove, watching the night fly by; all my friends, who just so happened to be intermittently posted along the roadside, pointed with envy. Sometimes during the day, I would sit in the parked car in the garage and imagine this scenario. At ten years old, I was still small and had to kneel and sit on my feet just to get a decent view, but once I assumed the position, I would put my right arm on the windowsill and my left on the top of the bench seat and dream about how cool I would look whizzing by. 

About that same time, I’d gotten into the habit of closely observing my father, trying to decipher the meaning and mysteries of manhood. I accompanied him a few times in the summer to the sugarcane fields, where he was responsible for irrigating the sugarcane around the southern part of Koloa sugar mill and cultivating the sugarcane stocks from sapling to harvest time. I followed along behind him, carrying the tools he needed to care for the vegetable plants he cultivated among the sugarcane. He would hack off a six- or seven-inch stalk of sugarcane for me to chew on while he checked his crops; I loved biting down on the rough, fibrous cane to extract the sweet juice inside. 

The sun beat down on us as we walked, and the white of my dad’s t-shirt caught the sunlight and made him seem larger than life, almost a glowing entity in my young eyes. Much of his life was a mystery to me, but I was determined to learn what I could.

“Mama, waya Daddy go in da car nighttime?” I once asked my mother.

“He go visit friends,” my mom said.

It was not enough of an explanation to satisfy my curiosity, so I went to my father instead. “Papa, next time, I like go wit’ you when you visit yo friends.” I could practically feel the wind in my hair.

“No can. Is only fo’ men, Mael.”

I went back to my mom. “Mama, you ask him if I can go. I no make humbug.”

“Okay. I go try and ask him, Mael,” she agreed, as she seemed to want to make sure I was always occupied. When she was done washing dishes, she went in the other room to talk to my father. 

I could not hear their conversation, but their muffled voices carried through the door. When she came back into the kitchen, I had to duck to avoid getting smacked with the door. 

My mother didn’t even turn to see me; she knew I’d been listening. “He say no, Mael.”

A few nights later, I came up with a plan. I knew from our dinner conversation that my father was going out that night. From my room, I heard him getting ready, so instead of going to bed as I’d been told, I opened the window and jumped down into the garden. Ducking under the kitchen window, I rounded the corner of the house and sneaked into the garage. The front of the Chevy was furnished with a bench seat that inclined back at a slight angle. I climbed over the three-speed gear shift mounted to the floor and crouched down behind the driver’s seat. Due to my stature, I was quite comfortable, even in such tight quarters.

Eventually, I heard my father approaching. I tried to make myself even smaller as he climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine. Before long, I felt the car lurch backward, and then we were bouncing along on the bumpy Spanish Camp road before hitting the smoother pavement of the road that led to Koloa town. 

I felt victorious, but I was also a little afraid, even though I hadn’t yet been discovered. I began to worry about what my father would say when he did find me. I knew he would stop immediately if he noticed me in the car, so my main objective was to make it to our destination undetected. Once we got there, I was sure he would not take me immediately all the way home if he found me on arrival. 

I managed to stay out of sight until the car was parked and my father climbed out and slammed the heavy door behind him. I breathed a sigh of relief, letting out a breath I didn’t even realize I’d been holding. I heard men’s voices for a moment, and when they faded away, I mustered up enough courage to look out the window. I slowly popped my head up and looked out the back passenger window at my dad and his two friends, who were about twenty feet away, sitting comfortably on the front porch of a plantation house in Korean Camp, talking. I watched them until one of the friends glanced my way and began to laugh and point. 

My father turned to look where his buddy was pointing and saw me. I could see surprise and annoyance on his face, but his friend’s laughter relaxed his expression. I knew then that I was safe, that my agitated father wasn’t going to get in the car and drive me back home right away. Dad simply looked away and continued his conversation. Suddenly, I was comfortable and had the whole interior of the car to myself.

That first time, the two-hour visit flew by. I found ways to occupy myself, toying with the dashboard knobs, turning on switches, jumping, diving, and sliding over the seat. I rolled the windows up and down—slow, fast, then faster. I simulated driving the car, making tire-squealing noises as I pretended to take fast corners, chasing after an imaginary car in front of me, like I’d seen in the movies. I dared not leave the car that night, though, as I didn’t want to risk upsetting my dad.

The best part of my adventure that night was the trip home. My father silently entered the car, and I climbed onto the front seat and took my planned position. I knelt and sat on my feet to prop myself up high enough to see out the window. I placed my right arm on the windowsill and my left on the top of the bench seat and watched the night slip by outside. It was the highlight of a long, exciting night.

When my mother heard what I’d done, she gave me a disapproving look, but she later said, “I know you had figa sumting out sooner or layta.”

I continued randomly sneaking into the car and was caught a couple of times, until my dad gave in and allowed me to go with him. I was even allowed to get out of the car, as long as I stayed far enough away that I wouldn’t interfere with my father and his two or three friends but close enough that he didn’t have to worry about me. For a small boy in a seemingly small world, it was a thrill to linger in someone else’s yard and to observe my father interacting with his friends. Sometimes I crept close enough to sit among the bushes and flowers, so I could listen and watch them “talk story,” as my father liked to call it. I watched them train roosters for cock-fighting and shared delicious pineapples and traditional food snacks with them. The ripe, sweet scents of that delicious fruit, mingling with the balmy night air and the sounds of their animated stories filled my mind and my imagination. Sometimes, after such a grand adventure, even the thrill of the car ride was not enough to keep me from dozing off on the way home, but the next morning, I would wake with a new memory sweeter than any dream.
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The Tomato Salesman

I carefully inspected the baseball-sized, blemish-free tomatoes before placing them in shoeboxes. The cultivated garden of fresh, red tomatoes in which I stood, picking and inspecting, belonged to my sister Salina and her husband, a farmer. My brother-in-law had shown me how to choose the best tomatoes: the smaller the spot on the bottom of the tomato, opposite the stem side, the better the grade of the fruit. It wasn’t long before I had four shoeboxes full of juicy tomatoes of varying ripeness. 

My sister asked me on several occasions to help her sell tomatoes and other vegetables around the neighborhood. “Menal, you come wit’ me today and help me deliver sum vegetables,” more of a statement than a question.

“Okay. I can help you.”

“You betta change yo puka shirt first.” She pointed at the once-white t-shirt that was now nearly brown and full of random holes from playing with my dog, Willy. I was wearing a pair of rubber slippers, though I preferred going barefoot, and shorts and a t-shirt were my typical attire. I changed my shirt and scraped some of the garden mud off my slippers before jumping onto the front seat of Salina’s four-door Chevy sedan, since the rear seat and trunk were loaded with various types of fresh vegetables.

“Okay, brudda, when I stop, you go to da door and ask da people what fresh vegetables they wanna buy today. Say, ‘Tata or nana, my sista and me picked fresh vegetables dis morning and bring to you.’ Den ask them what they like to buy. If they ask if we get certain kine we don’t have, you say, ‘We get and come back,’ then tell me. Okay? Say dis way, okay?”

“Okay, manang, I try,” I said. I wasn’t as convincing as my sister, but I did what she asked, because I knew she was watching every move I made. Out of all my siblings, Salina was the most assertive personality, and I knew that if I failed in my sales pitch, she would follow up and push for the sale.

“Salina, your baby brudda said you had some squash, but I need only half da size you get,” said one of the customers, pointing at the football-sized squash.

“No problem,” said my sister, holding the squash in one hand. “I normally sell da whole ting fo’ forty cents, but I cut it, you pay only thirty cents.”

“But da price is mo’ den half,” the man said, a bit skeptical of her idea.

“I know, manong, but if I no sell da other half, they become rotten, den I lose money. If I lose money, I no can sell fresh vegetables to my customers. Den my customers like you have to go buy at da Sueoka stowa, where you pay almost double the price.” Salina spoke calmly and quickly, always ready with a witty answer for any question or concern our customers might have.

“Okay, I pay—” 

Salina was already cutting the squash in half.

“I pay twenty-five cents.”

“Oh, manong, I cut already. Okay, give me twenty-seven cents.” She sighed and handed the customer his half-squash, wrapped in newspaper.

Salina alternated the beginning and the end of her sales route regularly. At the end, when most of the vegetables were gone, she reminded the customers of the regular price and offered discount prices for the remaining produce. Her strategy worked every time, and we returned home happy, with empty boxes and money in hand. 

I was a quick learner, and after the first few trips, my sister did not have to step out of the vehicle often, other than to collect the money. I learned an effective sales pitch and how to negotiate, and before long, I was selling a variety of pre-bundled string beans, lettuce, cabbage, corn, and tomatoes, which were always bestsellers. The downside of working for my sister was that I was never paid in cash; she only paid me in vegetables to take home to my mother. Still, I did earn valuable knowledge in the form of her selling techniques and her pricing structure. It wasn’t long that I figured out that I could sell the produce myself and keep the money.

I decided to sell tomatoes to our neighbors in and near the Spanish Camp. The customers I targeted were single men who worked at the plantations and also happened to be regular customers of Salina’s. I only wanted to make a little money on the side, and I figured if I sold four boxes of tomatoes at fifty cents a box, I would earn two dollars in no time flat.

Typically, my sister and I made the rounds every seven to ten days. Not all the customers bought something every time, so some required replenishment of their supply between those visits. That is how my sales plan took off. Each time I visited a customer’s house with Salina, I would take note of who didn’t buy and ask them when they would be ready to purchase next. 

My strategy worked like a charm. I loaded my boxes of tomatoes on the handlebars of my bike and rode out to the waiting customers on the days when they had told me they would be ready for more. I sold all four boxes with no problem and then kept all the money for myself. Willy, my dog, ran alongside me as I pedaled home, as fast as the bike would carry me.

I continued helping Salina on her regular rounds and making my own runs, selling only tomatoes. I managed to do so three times before a customer mentioned to Salina that he wanted the same type of tomato I’d brought the other times, “Only the best.” 

My sister was shocked to learn of my solo sales venture and was quick to tattle. “Menal, wait till I tell Mama what you been doing wit’ our tomatoes,” she said.

I was, at the very least, glad that she went to my mother instead of my father. Mama assured her that she would handle the problem, and she did. She pulled me aside and scolded, “Mael, why you sell tomatoes from yo sister’s garden?”

“Mama, sister neva give me any money. All da time I go wit’ her, she neva give me anyting. She make plenty money and don’t give me any.”

“But she gives us plenty vegetables too.”

“I know, Mama, but sometimes it’s only da junk kine, da ones she no can sell.”

“Yes, Mael, but sometimes we no have dat kine vegetables in our own garden.”

“Mama, look! We only have vegetables in da kitchen. We need meat too.” I explained to my mother that I felt my sister could have paid me at least something for all the time and labor I devoted to her business. 

She looked at me sternly, and her mouth twisted into something resembling a smile. “Mael, next time you tink bout doing sumting like dis, come and talk to me first.” Her voice was firm, but her eyes had softened. 

I told her I would and prayed that neither she nor my sister would mention the incident to my father. 

Mama made me apologize to Salina, and I had to do additional work around their gardens to make up for the choice tomatoes I’d taken and sold. She then smiled at me and reminded me that she still loved me. 

In the end, after I made amends with my sister, she continued to give us vegetables rather than cash, but there was often a bit of extra produce. She told me I could sell that, as long as I stayed out of her gardens. 

In addition to apologizing to my sister, I also told her I still loved her. I have always cherished my siblings, and our bond is stronger than that of many others. When it comes to siblings, mine are only the best!
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The Paper Route

For the first eight years of my education, I attended Koloa Elementary School. For many years, I enjoyed walking the streets and trails of Koloa, making the long trek to and from school. Rather than thinking of it as a boring walk, I took advantage of the time and often extended the trip on purpose, taking many exciting detours. I explored man-sized storm drainage ditches that led to lava tunnels under the Koloa town main road, scaled the ruins of the first commercial sugar mill that started in Koloa in 1835, threw rocks at bullfrogs in the creeks, swam in shallow mountain spring water, and had dozens of other adventures. My mother used to ask me how in the world my clothes got so dirty just attending school, but I was pretty sure she didn’t really want to know. 

My routine route to school consisted of walking or riding my bike from Spanish Camp on the single-lane, winding road to downtown Koloa. A small mom-and-pop shop, the bank, and the post office could be seen as I approached from the north end of town. From there, I walked on the porches, often stopping briefly to look through the glass storefronts of Daos Barbershop, Chang Fook Bakery, and Seouka grocery store. A two-lane, concrete bridge over a creek marked the halfway point, and it was also the location of my favorite store, Yamamoto, where people sat on a long, wooden bench on the front porch and savored ice cream and candies while thumbing through the latest comic books. 

The buildings next door to Yamamato were a small Salvation Army Church, a Chinese tailor shop, a small family store, and an auto dealership. Finally, there was a sidewalk that led the rest of the way to school, between residential homes and three churches. The total distance was a little over a mile, but as a child, it seemed much longer. There were shortcuts through the sugarcane fields and on the sugar truck roads, but those were only feasible routes when it wasn’t raining.

During my last year at Koloa Elementary, I started another small business venture that livened up my days. 

“Hey, S’mael, I heard Larry’s folks are moving from Koloa to Lawai.” Trudeau ran to catch up with me after the school bell rang. He was overweight and panting. 

“Nah, fo’ real? Why?”

“I dunno, but I heard his fadda is building a house dat going have a big pasture for horses, so they moving in couple months.” Trudeau sounded excited, but he was still panting. “Ya know, he looking fo’ somebody to take ova his paper route, so Larry ask me if I like do it.”

“What? You kidding! You need a bike. You tink your parents going let you do it?” I was excited for my friend but a little envious too.

“Yeah, dat’s da ting. I no tink my parents going let me to do it. Besides, I no like to.” Trudeau was more of a thinker than a doer.

“Fo’ sho? Den I can do it!” I exclaimed.

“Larry is selling his paper route bike too. He like fifteen dollars fo’ da bike.”

“What? Dat’s nuts! Da bike is all busted up!” I wanted it, but fifteen dollars was too rich for my blood, especially since the paper route only paid five dollars a month. Still, I wrestled with the idea the rest of the way home and knew I would need the bike, because it was already equipped with saddlebags to hold the newspapers. 

“I going talk to Larry dis weekend, and maybe we can meet up wit’ him,” Trudeau suggested. 

My plan consisted of talking my parents into letting me buy the bike on an installment plan. I would ask my dad to lend me the first five dollars, with a promise to pay him back once I was paid for the paper route. 

On Saturday afternoon, I walked over to Trudeau’s house. He was outside in the yard with his younger twin sisters, playing jump rope. “Trudeau, you talk to Larry?” I asked.

“Yeah. He like us come ova his house tomorrow afternoon about three o’clock. I was going come ova to your place and tell you.”

“Okay. I will talk to my folks. Maybe I come ova tomorrow, den we can ova to Larry’s.” I ran back home, excited about the possibilities. “Ma, Ma, I can get a job!” I said, bursting, full speed, into the kitchen.

“What kine of job, Mael?” she asked, drying her hands with her apron. 

“My classmate, Larry, going let me take ova his newspaper delivery route!”

“Oh, son, dat is good.”

“But I get one problem, Ma. I need five dollars fo’ da bicycle. Den I can work and earn da rest.”

“Maybe yo fadda can let you borrow da money. I can talk to him bout it.”

The following day, the deal was made between Larry and his parents. I purchased the bike for a total of twelve dollars and fifty cents, with five dollars down and the remainder to be paid in two months. 

For a week, I accompanied Larry to the newspaper pick-up point in downtown Koloa and walked alongside him as he delivered papers.

“Larry, haw you deal wit’ those humbug dogs?”

“Mostly pedal fasta. Hey, ya know what we should do? Us bring my water gun next time and shoot them when we get close.”

“Yeah, dat would be cool,” I said, smiling mischievously.

The next morning, I met Larry at his house again. He wheeled his bike out and handed the water gun to me. Together we filled it up at the spigot on the side of his house, and he put it in the saddlebag for safekeeping. We went to pick up the newspapers at the Kawamoto store, folded the papers, filled the saddlebags, then headed off. 

Ironically, none of the usual dogs seemed to want to bother us that morning, but when we pulled the bottom layer of newspapers from the sack, they were soaked; the water had leaked out of the pistol and made a little pool at the bottom of the saddlebag. We had no choice but to deliver the dripping papers and hope a rainstorm would dump buckets and save our hides, and we decided it was best to abandon the water gun idea. After that, things went smoothly—at least for a few days.

After a week of following Larry, I was on my own. Each day, I carefully sorted and folded the papers and placed them into the saddlebags. I hung the bag on the handlebars and delivered the papers. On the weekends, I had an additional five newspapers for the Sunday-only subscribers. 

I rode my bike as close to the front porches as I could and tossed the papers without even stopping, but some deliveries were a bit more difficult than others. Some houses had long driveways, and some wanted their papers placed by their side door, so I had to remember which was which and carefully maneuver to accommodate those preferences. 

Three of the houses on my route were home to some pretty intimidating dogs; I dreaded going to those houses. The German shepherd was, by far, the largest dog, but it was the dachshund that I was most afraid of.

The shepherd just stared at me from behind the porch screen whenever I rode up. He usually didn’t bark, but if Willy was with me, he would go nuts, barking and growling and revealing white, glistening rows of teeth. Willy simply walked alongside me and ignored the dog, and that just seemed to drive the shepherd mad. 

The dachshund, on the other hand, was entirely different. It loved to chase after me, bolting its long red, sausage-shaped body with the stubby legs and long ears out the doggy door on the side of the house. If I was alone, I’d just pedal faster than the dog’s short legs could carry it, but if Willy was with me, he would fight back when the whacko wiener tried to nip at him. Willy never went after other dogs, but he always stayed by my side and made sure neither one of us got bitten. Sometimes I would order him to wait for me by the road, and he would obey. He was a loyal and brave dog. 

The other challenging part of my paper route was collecting the money. My newspaper subscribers were mostly supervisors or managers at the sugar plantation, so it seemed to me that they should have had the money ready, but many of them didn’t. In fact, half of them had many excuses, and I had to pester them for days. The newspaper company wouldn’t pay me until I collected and turned in the subscription dues each month, and that was even worse than the hotheaded hotdog. 

Still, the paper route was my first real job, and I felt good about earning money on my own and contributing to our family’s tight budget. Each month, we used the five dollars I earned to buy a 100-pound bag of rice. I was pretty proud of myself when I saw my parents and my brother and sisters enjoying that rice, especially since my mother made all sorts of wonderful and delicious things out of it.
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Willy and Me

September, the start of a new school year, was a month away, and I was eager to go. “Eh, you guys tink high school going be hud?” I asked my friends.

“Yeah, my brudda was telling me mo’ homework,” Trudeau said.

“Dat’s nuts. Dat’s all I need,” I grudgingly commented, “mo of da proper English stuff again.”

“If Mrs. Anderson no flunk you first and you no graduate,” Trudeau smiled.

“Pssh, she going pass me. I make too much humbug in her classes. Every time she ask me to read, da whole class no can stop laughing. I dunno why sumtimes but I no caya. I no tink she like keep me around for one mo’ year,” I said with confidence.

“Dat’s true. Nobody can do anyting wit’ you in dat English class,” said Freddie, another friend and classmate.

Trudeau and Freddie were my closest friends, and we all lived in the Spanish Camp. Trudeau’s family lived across the dirt road from my house, and Freddie and his folks lived to the right of Trudeau. They both attended Koloa School with me, but Trudeau was definitely the smartest of the three of us, at least academically. His parents each owned their own car, and they both spoke English, as well as their native tongue, Filipino. Freddie’s mom and dad drove cars and spoke English as well. His father was a mechanic and could always be found under the hood of a car or with his legs sticking out from under one. Freddie was artistic, but he was also mechanically inclined, and he aspired to be a mechanic like his father.

As for me, I was considered the humbug, the troublemaker, “always either causing mischief or getting into it,” as the adults so affectionately put it. I personally found it was ridiculous that Freddie’s and Trudeau’s parents feared that their sons would get into trouble by hanging out with me. I might have been the one to suggest the fun things we did around the camp, but Freddie and Trudeau always eagerly went along with my schemes and adventures. Of course, whenever anything went haywire, I took all the blame. 

That summer, if I wasn’t hanging around with Trudeau or Freddie, I was with Willy. My dog was three or four years old by then. My father had found him at work, and he’d brought the homeless Poi dog mutt home to be our family pet. He’d grown into a medium-sized dog with a brown coat and a few black spots, and we’d quickly become inseparable. Everywhere I went, Willy followed. If I walked to school, he walked right along with me and hung around in the bushes near the school campus to wait for me. When we were dismissed from school, he would come bounding out to meet me and walk me home. Willy was a great swimmer as well, so we often swam in the Waidagi River or Waita Reservoir. I loved to hold his tail so he could pull me through the water. As close as I was to Trudeau and Freddie, Willy had always been my best friend.

When I started school that fall, Willy had to wait at home, because I had to ride the bus for thirty minutes to Kauai High in Lihue. Our time together was cut short, as I was busier and had to travel farther away. Nevertheless, every day when I came home, my dog barked and jumped around me, begging to play and letting me know he’d missed me. My mom would stand by and laugh, amused by Willy’s antics while I played tag or fetch with him or wrestled him on our grass lawn.

One afternoon when I arrived home, Willy did not rush to greet me. “Ma, where’s Willy?” I asked when I walked through the kitchen door.

My mother looked up from the kitchen sink, concerned. “Hmm. I neva see him today,” she replied.

I spent the afternoon calling for him and looking around in all the places I knew he liked to rest and nap during the day, but there was no sign of him. I thought he might have wandered off somewhere for an adventure of his own, but it dawned on me that I should look under the house.

There, in the deep, dark crawlspace of our elevated dwelling, I found Willy, all curled up with his nose tucked under his stomach. 

“Willy! You worry me. You neva hear me call you?”

I called out to him again, but he did not move. I crawled under the house, but in my heart I knew, even before I reached him, that my best friend was gone. I was already crying as I pulled his lifeless body out. I carried him in to my mother.

Tears formed in her eyes as she held me. She knew how much I loved him. She helped me look him over, and we found no signs of injury or suffering. “Mael, he was sleeping peacefully. We hope he went like dat, in peace.”

I was devastated, but I knew she was right. 

“You need help burying him?”

“No,” I said. “I do it myself, for Willy.” 

I carried my dog, wrapped in an old towel, to the creek behind the camp. I picked a nice spot where the sun shone down most of the day but there was a little shade from the bamboo trees. I labored for an exhausting hour, trying to dig a hole deep and wide enough the bury him. It was hard, because my tears kept blurring my vision so much that I could not accurately place the shovel. What I ended up with was a hole twice as deep as it was wide. I tried to gently place Willy in, but his body had stiffened, and that only made me cry harder; I had wanted to put him into the earth before he was no longer the dog I knew. I figured I could lay him in his resting place vertically if need be. 

Just at that moment, my brother Hank came up behind me. “You like me help you, Menal?”

“No. I can do it.”

“Why you dig it like dat? He no going fit.”

“I like him look like he standing up,” I said, not wishing to explain that I had not intended that at all.

Hank nodded, clearly understanding my pain and not wanting to upset me, but I could tell he did not think it was a great idea. “I can help you if you want to dig it wider so he can lie down like he sleeping,” my brother offered. “No, I can do it.”

Hank nodded again and walked away. 

I wiped the tears from my eyes and continued digging, trying to widen the hole for Willy to sleep in. It took a long time, and dusk had fallen by the time I finished. I kept looking at Willy, waiting for him to wake up, but he never did. I carefully shifted him closer to the hole and gently placed him in his grave. His fur was still soft, and I petted him one last time before curling his tail over his hind leg. “Willy, you are my best dog and best friend. I going miss so much. Why you neva say goodbye?” I said. I wanted to pray for him, but I didn’t know how.

Tears started to blur my vision again, and I didn’t want to face the difficult task of covering my dog with soil. I tried to imagine Willy in Heaven, happily running in a field with the other dogs. With each shovel of dirt, spots of Willy’s brown fur disappeared, until only loose, dark soil marked the spot where he lay. Once my grim duty was done, I stood there and let the tears flow freely. I had never known loneliness before that time.

I stood alone among the tall bamboo trees as sorrow closed in on me. I felt hurt and alone, and the wind blew through the bamboo leaves with a whisper that sounded like voices. I was suddenly scared to be by myself in the dark; Willy had always been my comfort in such times. I huddled among the shoots and cried, remembering that my brave pet had once protected me from all manner of fears and frights.

A strange thing happened that night. I went to bed early, exhausted by the emotions of the day. In those days, I slept on a mattress on the bedroom floor. Next to the mattress was a bookcase; Willy used to sleep under it so he could always be right next to me. My parents never knew that every night, after they went to bed, I sneaked my dog inside from the yard. It was mine and Willy’s little secret. Now, I stared at the empty spot and thought about him. I had to turn away to keep the tears at bay.  

I woke up sometime during the night and was sure I could hear Willy breathing. I assumed I was dreaming, because the memory of what had happened was still fresh in my mind. I rolled over and opened my eyes. There, under the bookcase, looking at me and panting softly, was Willy. The bedroom wasn’t completely dark, as some light was leaking in under the door from the living room, so I blinked my eyes and opened them to look at my dog again. I smiled at Willy, and he laid his head down, ready to fall asleep. I could not drag my eyes away as I whispered, “Hi, Willy. Are you...okay?” I reached out a hand and gently rubbed the top of his nose like I always did. 

He slowly closed his eyes, and his breathing slowed. 

I rubbed the top of his head and whispered to him, telling him that I missed him. “What happened, Willy? Why you leave me?” Tears blurred my vision, but as I continued to rub his soft fur, I felt the calm that had transformed Willy’s body coming over me, a sudden sense of peace. I understood that he had come to tell me he was okay, that my dog and best friend had come to say goodbye. 

A few minutes later, my mother opened my door a crack to see if I was all right. “Mael, you okay? You talking in your sleep,” she whispered.

“No, Mama. It was Willy. I was talking to Willy.” I turned back to look at him, but he was already gone. 

My mom knelt down next to me. “Go to sleep, Mael. It was just a dream.” She brushed my hair from my forehead.

“But he was here, Mama. Willy was here.”

“Okay, son. Go to sleep now. Everything will be fine.” 

Eventually, I did fall asleep again that night, but it was with a smile and with peace in my heart.
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Up the Creek without a Paddle

Kauai High School was the start of a colorful new time for me. It’s true what they say: High school is the start of everything wild and spine-tingling. Little did I know it then, but plenty more adventures awaited me.

“Trudeau, wait up!” 

Freddie and I ran up to him at the bus stop. All three of us rode the Chang Fook bus from Koloa each morning and back again in the afternoon. 

“Who was da haole guy I saw you talking to in auto shop today?” asked Trudeau.

“Da haole guy?” I said, trying to act uninterested. “Oh, dat was Mando. His fadda is a Lutheran minister in Lihue. They just moved from Argentina. He get one class wit’ Freddie and me in auto mechanics. Nice guy, but a lot of guys no like him already. I dunno know why.”

“Because he is haole, dat’s why,” said Freddie. “Especially da Portugee guys no like him.”

“So what?” I said. “He neva do nothing to them. Some people no caya for haoles anyway.”

I had wanted to avoid that conversation about my new friend. Discrimination, I knew, was one of the most difficult challenges for anyone to overcome. While I was growing up in Kauai, I was surrounded by a small population of local folks: Filipinos, Japanese, Korean, Chinese, Portuguese, Hawaiians, and the occasional Caucasian (haoles). Among my peers, discrimination was not unusual, and it didn’t always have to do with race. Although many ethnic groups lived in close proximity, there wasn’t much economic disparity between us and most of our neighbors. The tourists, however, many haoles, stayed in the expensive tourist hotels and were considered wealthy in our eyes. It was easy for them to look down on us as mere laborers. My mother went to great effort to teach us to respect each person on the basis of their virtue, not to judge them just because another does. So, I made a point of being friendly and approachable to everyone, and I found life much easier because of it.

Armando, Mando for short, was the son of a Lutheran minister in Kauai’s oldest Lutheran church in Lihue. I think it was destined for Mando’s father to be assigned there for five years, after being rotated to various ministries; I believe our meeting was part of our awesome destiny. Mando would become one of my best friends, one of those who helped make things happen. Of course, Mando’s life also changed as he began interacting with me and the locals. 

Mando didn’t look like everybody else in our world. He was haole, a white person. Being Caucasian, he had pale skin, an oversized, pointed nose, and a gigantic height at six-two. Mando’s brother was two years younger and was lighter, but they both had those signature blue eyes and brownish-blond hair. Mando definitely stood out, as there were few haoles among our classmates.  

“Mando, what you talking bout? You no make any sense,” Freddie said with a chuckle. 

“Speak Pidgin so we can understand,” said Wilson, another guy we hung out with. 

“Eh, you guys leave him alone. He can talk any way he likes,” I said, trying to cover for Mando. 

He just hung his head and tried to act neutral. He was soft-spoken and spoke proper English, but as time went on, his speech couldn’t help but be influenced by our constant use of Pidgin. His father wasn’t too thrilled about that, and he continually reminded Mando to use proper English pronunciation and grammar; I thought that was one reason why Mando’s parents didn’t seem to want him to hang out with me. 

Nevertheless, they were quite civil to me and even invited me to dinner a couple times. They did their best to make me feel comfortable, but I still felt uneasy. They often asked if my parents knew where I was, and they seemed worried that I was often away from home. I took that as their subtle way of saying it was time for me to go and never come back. As kindly as I could, I would affirm that my parents knew my whereabouts and didn’t really mind if I stayed out late. 

Fortunately for me, and unfortunately for Mando’s parents, I wasn’t the type to back down. In fact, the rebellious, nonconforming, outspoken side of me often came out victorious, in spite of the disapproval of certain adults who thought I should be more reserved. I maintained a reputation as something of a maverick, and with my new haole friend by my side, life became even more adventurous. Mando became my partner in mischief. Our friendship was built on our surprising similarities and passions. I loved to learn about people and cultures in faraway places; he had traveled a lot and had information to share.

“S’mael,” he said, since he had learned to call me by my Pidgin name, “you remember my dad’s Triumph 650cc motorcycle I showed you in our garage?”

“Yeah. What bout it?” I asked, curious.

“Well, my dad just gave the bike to me,” he said, his blue eyes lighting up like he’d just won the prize of the century. 

In those days, owning a 650cc Triumph was the epitome of coolness. The bike was an icon of the 1960s, not some Honda 90 or a nifty, thrifty Honda 50 moped. The Triumph was a full-fledged, macho, girl magnet of a machine. Back then, owning a motorcycle allowed a kid to exude an aura of independence and confident self-control. I couldn’t blame Mando for being excited about it.

“My dad said as soon as I get my motorcycle license, I can ride it anytime I want. On Monday, I’m getting my permit from the police station in Lihue. I already know how to ride, but my dad said I should practice a little more, and then he’ll take me to get the license.”

“Cool!” I said and slapped my friend a high-five, already imagining cruising the beach, going to school, and riding through town as cool as cucumbers.

Once he finally got the license, we rode with the wind, and I reveled in the feeling of freedom and the rush of the thrill. “Hey, Mando,” I yelled from the back seat of his bike as we cruised down the highway next to the shore at fifty miles an hour, “how can we pick up chicks if we ride together all da time?” 

“Yeah, you’re right,” he said. “Maybe you should buy your own bike, S’mael.”

I realized he was serious, and suddenly I was too. In that moment, I wanted nothing more than a motorcycle of my very own, but what was a guy in my position to do? 

So, fully aware that I had to earn and save money, I slaved away for months, turning down opportunities to ride with Mando in favor of odd jobs, dreaming of the day I would have my own bike. Then, one fated day in Honolulu, I bought my very own 650cc Triumph and had it shipped to our island.

For that year, at least, the bike was the highlight of my life. At a vertically challenged height of five feet, I didn’t care that my feet didn’t reach the ground when I was sitting on it. Fear had never really been part of my vocabulary. I just stopped alongside curbs or kicked the stand down quickly. 

To get going, I just kick-started the engine and—vrrrroooom!—my Triumph zoomed onto the road in a heartbeat. The fascinating thing is that the kickstand doubled as a way to offset my inability to reach the ground with both feet. I perfected the technique of keeping the kickstand down long enough to grind on the road, leaving a spectacular shower of sparks in the bike’s wake—a trick that was even more thrilling at night, like an instant fireworks display. Occasionally, I switched the ignition off and on to trigger backfires, adding to the excitement for onlookers. Of course, we always made sure the coast was clear of any police squad cars, knowing that if we were caught, we’d be cited for exhibition of speed and have to pay a hefty ticket. 

I rode that bike all through my high school years and looked forward to the weekends, when Mando and I went on cruises around the island. We couldn’t go as often as we would have liked, because we both had part-time jobs, and I had two: at Hertz Rent-a-Car and Kauai Surf Hotel at Kalapaki Beach, where I worked as a busboy.

“Mando, I met dis new guy dis morning,” I said one day. “His name is Randy. He just moved heya from Honolulu and is living wit’ his uncle in Koloa Sugar Mill Camp. He is in my agriculture class, and I going meet him. You like wait and meet him?”

The dismissal bell had rung ten minutes earlier, and the parking lot was still full of students waiting for rides or boarding busses. Our bikes were parked in a small, reserved space next to the bus stops.

“No, I no can wait, but it’s cool, S’mael. I have to get home early this afternoon, but why don’t you both come over to the house? I have to help my dad at the church for about an hour, but then I can hang out.”

“Okay, surwa. Oh, by da way, since tomorrow is Friday, you like go camping dis weekend?” I kick-started my bike and it roared in response, drawing a lot of attention from the other students. 

“What you said?” Mando shouted while he mounted his own bike.

“I talk to you layta!” I shouted back, letting my bike idle.

Mando stood up on his kick-lever with his right foot and dropped all of his weight sharply downward, jolting the bike to life. Within a few seconds, he was speeding away down the hill, toward Kalapaki, with an audience of students watching him disappear around the bend a quarter-mile away.

I spotted Randy and waved him over. “How’s it going, Randy? Mando already went home. Jump on. We go ova to his place.”

“Okay, cool,” Randy said, then climbed on the back seat.
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