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For my sisters

and for Margaret





Author’s Note

I have tried to render the Hawaiian language accurately here, using Mary Kawena Pukui and Samuel H. Elbert’s Hawaiian Dictionary as a guide. I have also wanted to be true to the way I experienced the language as a child growing up in the islands. After the first reference, Hawaiian and other foreign words and phrases are left unitalicized, without diacritical marks. A pronunciation key and glossary appear at the back of the book.

This is a memoir. Some of the story portrays events and conversations that took place many years ago. I have relied on memory—mine and others’—for help in painting scenes. I have changed a few names. This being said, historical occurrences have been researched, and all errors of fact or interpretation are mine.
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Map of Hawai‘i, circa 1890
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Karen, 1980
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Thanksgiving 2002 Honolulu

 

MY MOTHER LIVES IN A SMALL PARK. IT’S MAYBE TEN thousand feet square, wedge-shaped, and it sits near the entrance to downtown Honolulu. According to the city, it isn’t even a park. It is a “mini park”: Kamali‘i Mini Park, which means “Small Child” in Hawaiian. My mother—her name is Karen Morgan—calls it Triangle Park for its shape, slung as it is between the Pali Highway and Fort Street, the former leading to the mountains, the latter to the sea. A fire station occupies Triangle Park’s base; other than this, its major features are a few spindly trees girdled by benches and a grassy area crisscrossed by chipped-rock sidewalks. A bus shelter lines its southern flank. An apartment building sits on one side of the park, a municipal parking lot and a methadone clinic on the other. Prostitutes sometimes walk by here; the area is popular with transvestites in particular. Were it not for the junkies like my mother and the occasional hooker, I doubt passersby would pay Triangle Park much heed. One could easily mistake it for a median strip; it is only a little wider.

To me it is huge, or at least big enough to hide my mother, whom I am still trying to find.

But let us orient ourselves:

We are in the middle of the Pacific, at the edge of the Tropic of Cancer in the Torrid Zone. Eight islands rest here, the newest in a string of volcanic seamounts that stretches thirteen hundred miles up to Kure, a coral atoll a third of the way to Japan. O‘ahu, where we are, is near the center of the main archipelago. It is the third largest of the islands and the most populous: about one million souls, depending on how many tourists are in town. We are on the most isolated inhabited landmass on the globe; there is nothing as populated for thousands of miles in any direction. East is west; West is east. A city has been built here called Honolulu, “Sheltered Bay,” on the natural harbor that formed at the mouth of the Nu‘uanu Stream—good not for landing canoes, which preferred the shallow sandy beaches of Waikīkī further south, but for Western ships that docked here with increasing frequency after 1778, when the first Europeans arrived at these islands, led by Captain James Cook.

The year is 2002, the month November, a pleasant one in Honolulu. The heat of summer has passed on to the lower Pacific. Here it is balmy, breezy—Twain’s “slumberless Sabbath”—seventy-eight degrees in the shade, and I am looking for my mother.

I have come to Triangle Park the day after Thanksgiving because I wanted to tell her something, news about her older sister, Margaret, who is ill and at this moment lying in a hospital bed a few blocks down the street. My mother and I fought, she walked away from me, and now I am sitting in the sunlit grass waiting for her to reappear. This is how my mother and I operate: we come together and are separated, merge and then are repelled. I know she will always come back, just as I know she will always leave.

She has a quick temper these days, and she has disappeared. So I pick at the grass, smoke a cigarette. I look around. Looking around is a way to steal back the time my mother has stolen from me. I have spent a lot of time waiting for Karen: whole evenings in airports, mornings on curbs, once an afternoon in a deli in Monterey. That time she said she was going to the store. I waited with my younger half sisters—Layla, then five, Lauren, a newborn—for four hours. I was not yet thirteen; I suppose I thought she would come back eventually. I entertained Layla by drawing on a napkin; I fed Lauren from her bottle. I watched the minutes tick by on a black-and-white clock above my head. Where had she gone? Why had she left? When would she come back? What would I do if she didn’t? None of these questions had answers; they only yielded more questions. (The biggest of which—what was she doing?—seems clear now, in Triangle Park.) Every so often I took the stroller and Layla and we walked down the street to find her, but all I saw were strangers—I was visiting my mother in California only for the summer—so I set my face into a mask of what I thought might look like calm and continued to wait. With what was left of my money I bought a sugared pretzel for Layla and a coffee. The man behind the counter seemed concerned, but my resolve must have signaled him to stay quiet. Other than commonplaces he never said a word.

Mom returned a few minutes before closing and bought Layla and me caramel apples. While we pushed Lauren’s stroller down the Monterey boardwalk she apologized—Karen always apologizes—and I looked at the seagulls. I remember that the wooden planks beneath my feet were wide and pale gray, and that the ocean was gray, too, which seemed strange. Hawai‘i’s ocean is blue, perfectly blue, like the sky, and that was the only ocean I was familiar with.

I’m thirty-two now. I am unmarried, childless, and untethered. I live in New York, far away from here. I am an adult. Still, when I am waiting for my mother, I feel like that girl in the deli, immobilized by a pose I myself have defined. Cars pass slowly, light on their windshields. Green mountains rise up on my right; white clouds skid across the blue, familiar sky above. Across the street there is a hedge of Tahitian gardenia—tiare, it’s called here. Always a pretty flower to gaze upon in Hawaii.

And I have become very good at looking.
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Faye family, ca. 1905. Courtesy of Kauai Museum
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Thanksgiving 2002 Honolulu

THE FIRST TIME I SAW SNOW FALLING WAS ON THANKSGIVING. I was in the town of East Barnet, Vermont. It was 1987. I was seventeen. My ex-stepmother, Debbie, and I were the guests of two kindly gay innkeepers. We were in New England looking at colleges. I am from Hawaii. I had never seen snow before. And this wasn’t even a real snow, the men informed me. This was a dusting.

“Won’t stick.” They shook their heads. “More pie, hon?”

It didn’t matter. I walked outside and opened my mouth and tried to eat it. Debbie took a picture of me. I look ridiculous. My arms are outstretched. I am wearing yellow padded snowshoes and a stonewashed denim jacket my friend Kenji Nakano had brought me from Japan.

I felt exhilarated and disappointed both. Snow was supposed to do something. Cover you up, at least. This snow wasn’t even cold.

A year later I went to college down the road from there—Dartmouth. I felt I was in a J. Crew catalog. I got a boyfriend within a month. Scott had a good sense of humor, especially when it came to misfortune, and he was smart, so his stories were good. At Collis Café we ate hummus and discussed our classes over flavored coffee. That fall he was taking a course in colonial New England history.

When the Pilgrims came, Scott informed me, they made a mistake about the weather in America. They thought that because their new home was on the same latitude as Spain, winters would be mild. Like what they were familiar with, but better. North America is much colder than Europe, however. The first winter most of the Pilgrims froze and died. Which was why, that second year, when the Indians came with maize and turkey, they celebrated Thanksgiving.

“Ain’t that shit-out-of-luck.”

Scott was from Texas. I’d been to Texas.

I always remembered this story. How sad, to be so disappointed by a place you thought would change everything.

 

Fourteen years later to the month, I am in a park in downtown Honolulu, waiting for my homeless mother to reappear from wherever she’s gone off to. In 1988 I did not think this is where I would end up. Scott liked to think I’d end up in a suit and high heels, at an advertising job. I encouraged the fantasy by joining a sorority. He said I would be the best dancer at the Christmas party. This flattered and depressed me. My own projections were less precise. When I thought of what I’d be doing in 2002 I imagined the reflection of lights on dark windows. I would be in an apartment high off the ground. It would be dark outside and light inside. My hair would be up. as far as I got: apartment, hair up, the reflection of light on windows.

In 1988 my mother had just gotten out of rehab. Though I didn’t know how things would turn out for her, I was hopeful. I am usually hopeful.

There were men in jumpsuits here this morning, men whose job it is to clean up this park. They came with hoses and rakes and garbage bags. They cleared out the dead leaves; they emptied the wastebaskets. They picked up the human trash: greasy paper bags, empty beer bottles, toilet paper and Styrofoam plate-lunch containers and cigarette butts and feces. By now, by midmorning, Triangle Park feels sparkly again. The wind sweeps down from the mountains, making the leaves shiver. The sun is on the grass. Near a building hung with Chinese signs a woman crosses the street. She’s approaching a car that has stopped and is now idling, waiting for her.

Her name is Serena. She is blond, fiftyish, drug-addict lean. She wears a denim miniskirt and a pale pink tank top. A tattoo wilts down her left bicep. She turns her head to let the wind from the ocean clear the hair from her eyes—in Honolulu the trade winds are constant—and for a moment I can see her face in full: wide high cheeks, bright brown eyes. It could be a pretty face but for the missing teeth. They deflate her jaw, giving her the look of an old baby, elongated and tattooed.

In the past I have seen Serena from a distance and mistaken her for my mother because she is skinny like my mother is, has dyed hair like my mother does, and at times looks hollow and vacant the way I think my mother might look when she’s high, though this is largely speculation, because ever since she relapsed four years ago Karen is memorable to my sisters and me mostly for her absence. So really Serena is what I picture my mother might be, or what she might become, a toothless hag, if she stays in Triangle Park any longer.

Karen Morgan gave me up twenty-five years ago, when I was seven. She was a heroin addict and couldn’t take care of me. My father and my stepmother raised me, educated me, sent me to college. I don’t know why I think my mother is my responsibility, but I do.

She has been beaten up, raped. She’s been arrested; she’s prostituted. Add to this the long-term effects of opiate addiction, heavy smoking, bouts with pneumonia, and the constant threat of disease—TB, staph, septicemia, hepatitis, and HIV—and perhaps you can understand why I am afraid my mother is going to die out here. I do not know whether this is a real fear or not. But people die on the street, and this is why I am here.

So I wait, look around. Everything is so close on an island. Walk seven or eight blocks makai, oceanward, and you’re at Aloha Tower, once the tallest building in Hawaii. The steamships used to come in here, the Lurline and the Matsonia. Members of my own family ate baked Alaska and tomato aspic on those boats, four and a half days out from San Francisco. They bought lei from the lei sellers at the docks—pīkake, plumeria, and double carnation, my great-grandmother’s favorite. They threw coins off the decks. A half-dollar tossed might get six local boys to dive.

Two miles south is famously ruined Waikiki. A mile mauka, mountainward, is Nuuanu, the tony Honolulu suburb of gardenias and secret green pools and a queen’s summer palace. My mother and her three siblings—Margaret, Gail, and Brewster—grew up in Nuuanu in a big house with its own Hawaiian name: Polihiwahiwa, “Nestling in the Bosom of the Hills.”

To get from Polihiwahiwa to here you need only follow the Nuuanu Stream. It trickles by my mother’s childhood home, ginger gracing its banks, flows through the Buddhist cemetery where Auntie Gail used to take me on walks, trolls inhabiting the underside of every bridge, and empties into Honolulu Harbor, just a few blocks away. Down here the bridges are wide enough for cars. Magenta bougainvillea lines the stream’s stone banks and the water is slack, a dark bluish green.

On this side of the river—that’s what the stream is called here, despite its modest size—is Chinatown, Honolulu’s red-light district. On the other, Iwilei, where in the early 1900s Honolulu’s prostitutes had their cribs. Somerset Maugham’s Miss Sadie Thompson was imagined to have plied her trade here, in one of the one-room bungalows that lined these streets: remarkably clean, noted the observers of the day. Today the cottages are gone, but the whores remain. They’ve just moved down the block, to the river, where pimps stand along the banks talking into cell phones and johns prowl the bridges in SUVs. Though the names of the bars on Hotel Street allude to more innocent times—Hubba Hubba Live Nude, Smith’s Union Bar, Hana Hou Lounge, which means, loosely, “Do It Again”—downtown bordering Chinatown has long been this way, seedy and sad, with bums and massage parlors and drug dealers in dark alleys. It’s been this way since ships stuffed with Hawaiian sandalwood sailed for Canton back in the 1800s, when Fort Street really emptied into a fort—built of coral for Kamehameha, the chief who united these islands and became Hawaii’s first king—and sailors sang:

Ship me somewhere west of ’Frisco,


Where the best is like the worst,


Where there ain’t no ten commandments,


And a man can raise a thirst.


Foreigners started coming to Hawaii a few years after Cook. They wanted a paradise and here one was. They wanted prostitutes; those could be arranged. Booze, opium, marijuana, cocaine, crack, crystal meth (called batu here), Oxy—these would have to be brought in, but there were boats, then steamers, eventually container ships and airplanes. So Chinatown and Iwilei went on like this, a bit salty, a bit squalid, sometimes cleaned up, more often ignored.

But my mother is here now, and everything is different.

 

Serena laughs at the person in the idling car. Then she waves her arms as if to say “No goal,” crouching on her bandy legs. When she leans past the car’s tinted window I can’t see her face so I don’t watch Serena anymore.

A man sitting next to me on the grass offers me a bite of turkey. “Want some?” he says, and extends to me a plastic plate. “No,” I say at first, then, “Okay.”

His name is Ron. Ron is also fiftyish, also lean, with thinning brown hair and a waxy, deeply grooved face. Ron is from California, where, according to him, the cops aren’t as mellow as they are in Hawaii, and being homeless is harder.

Ron has been living on and off the street for a decade. He’s a heroin addict, though last year he got his use down to just once a month. “Once a month and I was good,” Ron says. “I got my disability on the first and that was it.” Lately, though, it’s been “real bad.” He spends his check the first week he gets it.

But here it is the day after the day of plenty and Ron’s plate is loaded with leftover food: ham, turkey, mashed potatoes, and, because we are in Hawaii, macaroni salad, two scoop rice, a slice of fried Spam. Ron got the food from Central Intermediate, a school down the block in whose breezeways he sleeps. (In Honolulu even the janitors are kind. They come by, shake him gently in the morning.) Nights are spent at Central Intermediate; days here, at Triangle Park, or along Fort Street Mall, the street-turned-pedestrian-alley where the bums of Honolulu hang out, dozing, chatting, smoking, scheming.

Mark Twain wrote about Fort Street in the 1860s. It was made of crushed white coral, he noted; the low-roofed houses were charming. He remembered a lot of cats.

Ron’s got nothing and yet he offers me some. I’m not hungry. I’ve already had my Thanksgiving. My sister Layla—she’s twenty-four now—and I went to Aunt Gail’s, in Lanikai, a pretty Honolulu suburb a half hour over the Pali. Lanikai means “Heavenly Ocean,” though who knows if that’s real; many names in Hawaii were made up by real-estate developers. Still, it’s nice in Lanikai. Gail has three towheaded children and a psychiatrist husband and a big house near the beach. Michelle Pfeiffer lives down the road. Layla and I go to Gail’s for holidays. If Lauren were here she’d have come, too.

My youngest sister moved away a year and a half ago, when she was seventeen, a junior in high school. Our mother didn’t have a place for her to live anymore, so Lauren dropped out and stayed with Layla. Now she’s in Houston, living with her father’s family. If she were here today she’d make me laugh. Or she’d get me out of here, take me over to Doris Duke’s, where she’d jump off the rocks first, calling up from the ocean for me to follow. Lauren is wild, like Mom. I am not, so we make a good pair. Sitting here alone, I miss her company. It’s always easier to wait with others.

The fact that I’m outside in a park and it’s sunny and food is being offered makes me want to eat it. I take a bit of the ham and half of a roll. “Thanks, Ron,” I say, and he grins. He too has lost front teeth, though not as many as Serena.

“Plenty where that came from.”

I sort of like Ron, despite everything.

Nate the Blade shuffles by, humping a backpack. I have heard some of Nate’s story. He got his name because he threatened some dude with a knife, so a Fort Street bum with a sense of humor dubbed him Nate the Blade. He’s a poet who went to Oxford, and he does appear rather sensitive, with his sparse mustache, and his rosebud mouth, and his days spent in the periodicals room of the state library down from ‘Iolani Palace, reading.

When he was five, Nate will tell you, his father threw him out into the Minnesota cold without so much as a coat. Now he lives on the streets of sunny Honolulu. Funny how you can end up so far and yet so close to where you started.

Nate lifts a hand out of his pants pocket and waves, nods darkly.

Ron nods back, drags on his cigarette. He wears a sling on the arm he doesn’t use for smoking. He got beaten up a week ago, he tells me. Someone mistook him for the guy who stole another guy’s drugs. They beat the shit out of him, broke his collarbone, and knocked his front teeth out.

“And I wasn’t even doing anything!” Ron shrugs. “Jeez!”

I nod. I’m sympathetic, though it’s hard to imagine Ron really “doing anything” except what he’s doing right now: sitting on his haunches in Triangle Park, smoking a cigarette, every so often cracking a joke, or going to look for food.

Brenda is out here, too, on a bench among the scant trees. Brenda is Hawaiian, and a man. She wears a cropped baby tee and silky polyester running shorts and has long fingernails and soft little girl-breasts. When Brenda laughs she covers her rotten teeth with her hands and shakes silently.

A woman comes up, pokes around the trash. Lank brown hair frames a ropy face. She wears a peasant skirt. She could be an old rocker chick—a Stevie Nicks type for whom the party has gone on too long—until she opens her mouth. Her teeth are worse than Brenda’s. They are brown and they twist like roots. She asks another woman, who has just sat down next to me, whether there are any plastic cups in the bin.

“No. Check that one,” this woman says, and waves to a can at the end of the park. An abandoned car sits there, stuck at one of the meters that line the curb.

The trashpicker nods and departs.

“At least I don’t look like her,” the lady next to me says.

She’s wearing a pleated mauve skirt and a tweed jacket, this one. She’s quite thin, early fifties, with dyed auburn hair, blue eyes, and intact teeth, though if you looked in back you’d see where they were cracked, chafing against her mouth, causing her words to come out sloppily. Her skinny legs—they used to be shapely, a dancer’s legs—stack in front of her, crossed at the ankles. She’s barefoot. Black pumps upturn at her side. She got the shoes, the rayon skirt, the tweed jacket too warm for Honolulu from a donations box, along with the Bioré face wash and the sample-sized shampoo and moisturizer she pulls out of a duffel bag and tries to push on me in a confused attempt to give me something, even if it’s the last thing she owns. A bandage wraps around the top foot, her right one, concealing a pus-filled abscess she insists is a spider bite, though I suspect it’s from shooting up and I tell her so. She waves that top foot back and forth absentmindedly, like a girl. She is a girl, despite the wrinkles. She picks at the grass, digs at it with a stick. She burns the leaves that have fallen from the trees with a lighter, bringing the burning leaves to her nose to smell them because she smells, touches, tastes, needs to see, feel, wrack herself with everything. She was once beautiful. This was all once beautiful.

She’s my mother. Ron is her husband, my new stepfather. They got married a year ago. They met at a shelter, or somewhere along Fort Street Mall. They knew each other for three weeks. Serena is one of my mother’s best friends, though sometimes Karen will say “Aw, girlfriend!” to Brenda and give Brenda a high five, and sometimes she’ll say Nate the Blade is her best friend, though I don’t believe it.

Karen lives out here in Small Child Park. She sleeps in the breezeways of Central Intermediate with Ron. She eats at a mission called the River of Life.

In May of 2002 my mother called me in New York and told me she was sleeping in a park. Three weeks after that she disappeared. I came to Hawaii to find her. I left a nascent romance, friends that had become a family, an apartment, and a city that was beginning to feel like home to spend the fall of my thirty-second year looking for my mother among the lost people of downtown Honolulu. I left a life—nothing especially interesting, lights in dark windows, but my own.

Today is the day after Thanksgiving. I’m supposed to be thankful for everything, even sitting in this park. And I am grateful. My mother is here, sitting in front of me. And we’re in Hawaii, and it’s so lovely: warm, pleasant, tropical, full of aloha, welcoming, exotic, spiritual, natural, unspoiled, spoiled, so I-used-to-go-there-once-that-was-a-long-time-ago.

But I can’t help it. I hate it here. I hate Brenda and Nate and Serena. I hate Ron. I hate the cigarette butts in the grass and the woman who digs through the trash. I hate this lady my mother has become.

“At least you don’t look like her?”

“Yeah.” Karen’s pissed, suspicious, and probably high. She doesn’t give a fuck what I’m saying.

I speak loud enough for her to hear.

“You will.”






In the Land of Make Believe
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June 1998 Honolulu

 

“NOW, TARA DEAR,” GAMMA SAID, HANDING ME A GLASS bowl shaped like a lotus flower. The spoon was scratched, but monogrammed. “Mayonnaise? Anyway, listen—”

She readjusted her dark glasses, pursed her lips. Her blond hair swept back from her face in impressive waves. “It’s Lauren.”

Next to me Auntie Margaret burped. Lupus, I guessed, made you gassy.

“Her eyebrows, dear. She overplucks them.”

I laughed. Margaret did, too.

“No really, it’s too much!”

My grandmother reached into her pants pocket for a picture she’d cut from a fashion magazine, passed it to me. It showed a brown-haired woman with thick eyebrows. She was pretty, looked like Brooke Shields. She didn’t look anything like my fifteen-year-old sister, though, who was blond and sly and whose eyebrows were naturally thin, like lines of dark sand.

I didn’t know what else to say so I agreed. “You’re right.”

“It’s the style I guess,” Margaret offered through a bite of sandwich.

“The style!”

“The style, Mom.”

Twenty-five years ago Aunt Margaret lived in a tepee, out in Wai‘anae, on the west side of Oahu. She had cut her own album called These Trails—folksy and beautiful if heavy on the wind chimes—the cover of which featured the bare foot of a friend named Boogie. She moved to New York then, where she had a flat in the Bowery and decided to test karma by stealing the rent money. She got hepatitis and ended up having to pay it back anyway. Then she went to Japan and Puerto Rico and across the United States, stopping at Arcosanti, the Paolo Soleri retreat in Arizona, where she worked as a cook. That’s where her lupus bloomed, brought on, as Margaret will tell you, by a few days spent in the desert eating only sage and cactus fruit. After that she went to Monterey—the reason my mother was there—where her lupus got worse, forcing her to come home. Margaret moved to my grandmother’s house when the disease attacked her kidneys. In 1998 she had just started twice-a-week dialysis, so she stayed close to home.

Margaret has been, in her life: a slack-key musician, masseuse, Reiki master, seller of hotel amenities, housesitter, poet, exotic dancer, and touch therapist. She is, as a cousin once called her, the Real Thing. At luncheon the Real Thing was tired and sick but she still helped Gamma set up, putting sweet pickles in a little bowl, setting out salad forks and iced-tea glasses, and gathering a few flowers at the center of the table.

“The style?” My grandmother shook her head. “Well, I don’t think so. I think it’s common.”

“What?” Margaret kept chewing.

“The style. I think it’s common.” Gamma looked at me for backup. I shrugged and nodded at the same time.

Maybe Lauren’s eyebrows were common. Overplucked, like a regular teen. She did wear a lot of eyeliner. And she was nearly flunking out of high school. She smoked pot; for most of her life she’d been on food stamps.

Lauren partied in Waikiki hotel rooms with much older rap stars on their way to Japan. Mom told Lauren to clean up her room and then called the cops. Lauren saw Mom in her car in the parking lot of the Kailua Times supermarket smoking something from a pipe. Mom said, “God, it was just hash! So I was smoking a little hash? So what!” Karen Morgan was not good on drugs. Sober, she was eccentric and intermittently employed, but on drugs she lost things.

So Lauren needed to grow her eyebrows out.

We were at the point with my mother’s family where things were about to get strange.

“A girl should have natural eyebrows.” Gamma looked at me and nodded. “Like yours, Tara.”

For most of my twenties I kept my armpit hair long.

“Mine?”

“Anyway, I just think she should be told.”

My grandmother smiled. Karen’s kids. It was true. We were ragamuffins. Gamma’s nervous laughter, her desire to see our eyebrows grow out, the haircuts and shampoo for Christmas—they were honest, if confused, attempts to get her middle daughter into line. But she couldn’t, so she turned her attention to us, her granddaughters. Lauren should have gone to Dominican, like Gamma did, and been disciplined by the nuns. (With whose money?) Layla shouldn’t wear all that eye makeup. (But she wanted to go to cosmetology school.) There was something wrong with me, though no one could put her finger on exactly what. Still, we should all write our thank-you notes.

I was the only one of Karen’s kids who ever took the thank-you-note thing seriously.

“I’ll call and tell her,” I said.

“Well, good then.” Gamma tipped her head.

The sad thing is that I probably did.

 

Most journeys begin with a map. This one outlines a fantasy. What we wanted, and how things turned out to be.

In the summer of 1998, at the end of my twenty-seventh year, I realized my mother was tacking into disaster. The signs were all there: days spent in bed, no money for rent, no job, small cons. I had left a teaching job the fall before, traveled to Europe for the first time that spring, and was moving to New York City at the end of summer. I was looking forward to starting a new life. I liked new lives. Like Little House on the Prairie—across the river to build a sod house.

In the meantime, I had come home for a few months. See friends, visit family. Though I wanted to see my mother immediately, circumstance had kept us apart. So I found myself at my grandmother’s in Kāhala, the fancy Honolulu neighborhood that used to be a pig farm.

Auntie Margaret, dying of lupus, lived there, in Gamma’s add-on, next to the washer-dryer and the back door and the mail basket where private-school bulletins and other where-are-you-nows addressed to my mother collected. It was shady out there—lupus sufferers can’t tolerate the sun—and under an awning, my aunt had set up for herself an outdoor kitchen, with a toaster oven and a refrigerator. Pill bottles and vitamins piled up next to the garden hose. Margaret had added a few gypsy touches: a purple orchid near the pūne‘e, a throw rug at the foot of the washer-dryer. We could have been in India or the Philippines. The air smelled like dust and leaves, there was a sink right there next to the croton hedge, and Margaret was a natural: pale and thin, dark blue eyes, dark hair, hovering here and there in a loose print dress, batiked over-shirt, sandalwood beads.

Call it tropical colonials in reduced circumstances. Gamma, Catherine Deneuve-ish in a white collared shirt, pearls, slacks, tennis tan, served English muffins and canned salmon, sliced tomatoes on the side. She was polite and called me Tara dear. There was mint and a wedge of pineapple in the iced tea. Plantation iced tea, which was apt, since all of this, tarnished as it was, had been paid for by plantations: Kekaha and Waimea, both on the far west side of the island of Kaua‘i, stretching ten hot miles from the Waimea River, where Captain Cook first landed, to the end of the road, Polihale, the cliffs from which the spirits of the recently dead were said to have flung themselves in their journey to pō, land of darkness under the sea. For a century my mother’s family, Norwegian immigrants named Faye, managed Kekaha—in the westernmost town in the United States—and owned Waimea. They grew and milled sugar, quite profitably, to ship to California for refining. They were, on a very small scale, what they used to call King Cane.

Both plantations were nearly gone by the summer of 1998. Kekaha would close for good in 2000 and Waimea had, in the eighties, added Cottages to its name and become a hotel. Guests slept in the two- or three-room board-and-batten houses once built for workers: the several hundred thousand Chinese, Japanese, Portuguese, Puerto Rican, Korean, and Filipino laborers, among others, who wore around their necks metal tags called bangos, Japanese for “number,” engraved with digits that announced the wearer’s ethnicity, and by which they were paid, called to order, housed, counted, and classified.

This was America, though, the fiftieth state, not Indochine. Tom Selleck had once lived right down the road from Gamma. So had Jack Lord. Other than a few remaining plantations, Hawaiian sugar was gone. Kahala Mall had a Gap and a Banana Republic and a Starbucks. The outdoor kitchen thing was set up so that when Gamma went on a trip she could lock up the main house. My grandmother didn’t trust her kids. Kid. My mother, the one who never picked up her mail and had undue influence over the sister with the floaty dress and dreamy eyes.

Normally that’s whom we’d have been talking about over lunch: Karen. Her latest offense (stealing Margaret’s guitar or Layla’s graduation money from her father); why she was what she was (genes, drugs, the sixties); what we could have done about her (nothing); whether she could or couldn’t change. (Yes, she could! No, not ever.)

That day in June, however, my grandmother was begging my aunt to show me her fistula.

“Oh, come on, Margaret,” Gamma cried, nodding at her daughter, then at me. “This is your niece! Let her see!”

I had no idea what a fistula was, but it sounded terrible, and it resided somewhere on Margaret’s body, underneath her batiked shirt. I shook my head at my aunt: I don’t want to see the fistula. At my grandmother I smiled: I do want to see the fistula. Please let me?

Margaret sucked her teeth and sunk into her chair, her shoulders up around her ears.

“Listen to her. ‘Show her your fistula! Show her your fistula!’ God! I don’t want to show everyone my fistula. It’s private, Mom. My private business.”

Gamma stared at my aunt and blinked. “Now, Margaret, just the other day at group you pulled down your shirt and went, ‘Look at my fistula, everybody!’ What about that?”

“I did not!”

“You certainly did!”

“I did not!”

“Oh yes you did.”

It went on this way for a while. I could have been there or not there; it didn’t matter. It was unpleasant, though, like watching lovers fight in public. So I looked past them, at the leafy entrance to the carport. A bell hung on the door that jingled when someone walked through it. When I was in second grade Gamma owned a white Malibu convertible. I don’t remember anyone taking it out. It sat in the garage collecting dust. My mother and I slept at Gamma’s in those days, when we didn’t have anywhere else to stay, in the bachelor’s apartment Margaret now inhabited. Gamma’s was the first number I memorized; her address, out of all of them, I can still recite by heart.

Inside, Gamma’s gold chains pooled in trays. Great-Aunties Mig-and-Ida’s (they were never apart) Episcopalian plunder from chaperoned summers in Europe was tucked chastely into corners. White sheets, old perfume, powder in the bathroom. Queen Emma’s lilies blocked Gamma’s bedroom window so that the room was always in shadow and tinged green.

This was my grandmother: cool and shaded and off-limits.

This was my mother: She cut wires on alarms; she stole silver. She hocked her graduated pearls. She was a thief and a rebel and she was my hero.

Mom wasn’t really welcome at Gamma’s anymore. The doors were locked; the garage had its bell. Karen had never lived at Gamma’s anyway. The rooms of my mother’s childhood were gone—which was why, of course, I wanted to walk in them.

 

Keala‘olu, the “Cool Road.” Gamma’s wasn’t a large house—a cottage by mainland standards—and it wasn’t on the nicest of streets. Rather, it sat on a street just off the nicest street: Kahala Avenue, running lazily, palm-fringed, along the water; but it was a good address. My great-grandfather, Hans Peter Faye Jr., bought it as a beach house sometime in the fifties, when there was money for such things.

The first Hans Peter Faye had started planting sugar in the swamps and rock fields of Mānā on Kauai in 1884, following an uncle who had come to the island—via Christiania (Oslo), New York City, and the California gold rush—thirty years before. Valdemar Knudsen, my great-great-great-uncle, had gotten a lease from the Hawaiian crown on fifty thousand acres in the mid-1850s. Knudsen’s nephew, Hans Sr., my great-great-grandfather, drained the swamps and brought water down from the mountains. By the middle of the twentieth century, Kekaha Plantation was considered to be one of the most valuable pieces of land in the territory.*

The eight Faye children—their mother, Margaret Lindsay, was a first-generation Scotswoman from a north-shore plantation—had a privileged, if rustic, upbringing. Houses were plain and ample; school was at home. Recreation was found outdoors, on the beaches and in the ocean, supplemented by an occasional game of lawn tennis, a horseback ride, or a visit to one of the other plantation families on the west side. Summer was spent in the mountains, where it was cooler. Hawaiian cowboys, called paniolo after the California Spanish vaqueros who taught them to ride, wended up the steep ridges of the Waimea Canyon toward Kōke‘e with the children on their laps.

There was always help: teachers and governesses from Australia or the mainland; nurses in full kimono; cooks and washerwomen and butlers and handymen looking to get out of the fields. But for a large family with means, the west side was, perhaps, provincial and just too hot. Seeking a European education for his children, Faye moved the bunch of them, including nurses, back to Christiania in the 1910s, where they lived across from the palace and occasionally lent their car to the king. The outbreak of World War I in 1914 sent them back to the States; they settled in Berkeley, California. The 1910s and 1920s were good for sugar: Kekaha’s acreage increased, as did the number of homes. There was the Berkeley house, a ranch near Sacramento, a cottage in Tahoe; and back on Kauai, the plantation houses, the Kokee cabin, and a beach house in Hanalei.

H.P. Jr. and his four brothers (Lindsay, Eyvind, Alan, and Alex) attened Choate, with my great-grandfather—we called him Gampa—going on to Yale, where he met my great-grandmother, G.G., from New York. H.P.’s sisters were educated as well. Ida and Isabel went to Wellesley, Mig to the Sorbonne. When they came home to Kauai from the mainland, Kainuma or Toshi would lay out fresh coconut milk and cookies, along with their clothes, washed and pressed and folded. My grandmother claims she never saw her own mother drag a mop, clean a floor, wash a dish.

Gamma and her two sisters, Eleanor and Bubsy, attended Punahou, a private school in Honolulu built in the 1840s for the children of missionaries. When Punahou was occupied by the Army Corps of Engineers during World War II, the girls got shipped by convoy to California to graduate. Gamma and Bubs to Dominican in San Rafael, Eleanor to Stanford. After her own stint on the East Coast, Gamma returned to Hawaii, choosing for a husband a kama‘āina doctor’s son—kamaaina means “old-timer,” literally, “child of the land”—with a good pedigree. Brewster Morgan, of Mayflower descent, had just come home from the war. He had been shot down over the English Channel and imprisoned at Stalag Luft III, the camp made famous by Steve McQueen and The Great Escape—though he was liberated by the Americans before he could dig his way out.

He married my grandmother at his family’s home at Polihiwahiwa, where they would then reside, Gamma spending the late forties and early fifties giving birth to four lovely children: Margaret (the Eldest), Karen (the Black Sheep), Gail (the Lost Child), and Brewster Jr. (Brew, “Brew Boy,” the Mascot)—all monikers courtesy of Mom’s Adult Children of Alcoholics literature. Gamma did amateur theater and modeled for Watumull’s; she and Brewster Sr. went to dances at the Royal Hawaiian on weekends or to parties at the estates of the sugar planters. Down at the Outrigger Canoe Club members debated whether to extend club memberships to upwardly mobile Japanese; while up at Polihiwahiwa Brewster’s mother, Gamma E., for Elsie, initiated her two eldest granddaughters into the mysteries of Episcopalianism—Polihiwahiwa had its own chapel—and the kids played at Jackass Ginger, the swimming hole across the street. Sometimes in the evenings the whole family would go for a walk.

It was a lovely life in paradise.

In 1952 H.P. Jr. was accused of tax evasion. Some called it a union conspiracy. Though never convicted Gampa resigned. He’d been president of American Factors, Kekaha’s agent, and one of the Big Five.*

Everything was changing. Labor, following the success of Harry Bridges and the ILWU in California, got savvy and sent big lawyers to backwater Honolulu to make sure the provisions of the Wagner Act were being followed. Strikes came fast and were more debilitating. Every two years a plantation or dock called for higher wages. In 1946 the plantations had gotten rid of the camp houses, which was deemed a victory for the workers, who received higher wages and were no longer tied to King Cane’s paternalism. Then came the Democratic Revolution of 1954, in which the Republicans’ hold on the territorial government was first broken; then statehood in 1959 and America’s first Japanese-American senator, Daniel Inouye.

Gampa and G.G. moved back to Kauai to help with the plantation. There was one stoplight in Kekaha, and it was in the middle of a cane field.

Gampa Brewster’s first bankruptcy followed. He sold truck-farming equipment to vegetable growers just as Hawaiian agriculture was beginning to be supplanted by tourism. Then another. Gamma and he lost their house at Polihiwahiwa. My grandmother, undone by the fall, sued for divorce. She and the children moved out to a house in Niu Valley that Margaret said smelled like mud, even though it had a pool.

Some time after that, Gamma’s second husband, Andy Wuebel, an engineer who favored a California look, had the Kahala house remodeled. Until then it had been a typical Honolulu beach bungalow: view of the sixth hole of the Wai‘alae golf course, wind-tossed palm trees, and a drainage ditch into which errant golf balls sometimes plopped like stunned birds. When I was a kid I was sent to collect them, a dollar a bag.

Now the house, like nearly everything having to do with my mother’s family, seems stuck in time. Positively late sixties, when it was remodeled. It still has the same white-beige shag carpet; the same polished concrete lnāai; the long-leaved, shiny Japanese grass fashionable with mu‘umu‘u-wearing society ladies and their gardeners. Shades of orange and green still swirl on the floor-to-ceiling drapes, low armchairs still crouch. There are the cantilevered gravel eaves, vaguely ranch style; the Orientalia in the courtyard—a pagoda, a bronze frog; the slatted wooden gates. Except for the mullioned glass cabinets in the kitchen, a trace of what had been, it was once altogether modern.

That day at lunch in 1998 there were signs of wear—Gamma’s house is marked by the clutter of the aged—but this was a veneer. Really, the last thirty years could have disappeared, which would mean that I didn’t exist. But this is a favorite fantasy of mine: that time could be stopped somewhere before I was born, before everything went sour with the plantation and my family and my mother. The pictures from back then looked so happy. The china was newer.

 

Back at lunch, Margaret wasn’t going to take it any longer. She cupped her hands over her ears.

“Don’t yell at me!”

Faulkner had stumbled to Honolulu. Plumeria instead of magnolia, but the set pieces were the same: the Eccentric, the Fading Beauty, the Angsty Grandkid, the mayonnaise salad, the birds moaning in the trees.

“Your voice!” Margaret cried.

Undaunted, my grandmother pushed on. “Margaret, it shows how serious lupus is. Lets people know what they’re dealing with.” She took a breath. “Not some silly disease.”

I was wondering what disease Gamma would have considered silly when Margaret leaned forward in her chair. She was baring her teeth.

“My … private … business.”

Gamma pulled back from the table and smoothed her hair away from her face. She sighed, resigned: a mother’s trick.

“All right, Margaret. All right.”

My grandmother was in a B movie once: Seven Women from Hell, a Cesar Romero flick about female prisoners of war in the Pacific. I haven’t seen it but I can imagine. Cleavage spills out of camo; sadistic guards leer. They shot it on Kauai, at the Coco Palms, Guslander’s place in Wailua. Tiki torches, monkeys, parrots on the wing. Karen, Margaret, Gail, and Brew ran around the cane fields that bordered the hotel while Gamma struck a pose. Something wide-shouldered, bustily American. Something that fixed attention. Something that required a natural brow.

Around the table we were quiet. Then Margaret pulled up a sleeve.

We all like to see something awful every once in a while, and there’s usually someone to oblige us. “That’s where the doctor sticks his needles,” Margaret said, nodding. Red and purple scabs stippled the soft hollow of her elbow. She pulled aside her collar, turned her cheek.

“And this is my fistula.”

A vein, thicker than a garden hose, pulsed from Margaret’s neck to her forearm, ending in a patch of needle pricks, as if dammed. It was monstrous and looked very painful. I could see why my grandmother wanted me to see it. I was amazed.

I wanted to touch it. Instead I put my hand on my aunt’s knee. “Does it hurt?”

She straightened her collar, rolled down her sleeve. She looked tired.

“No. Oh, sometimes.”

 

It was normal, this fistula, a side effect of dialysis. The vein balloons, weakens, and distends. Other people had it, diabetics and the like, Margaret informed me, though I was suspicious. It seemed more metaphorical.

We cleared the dishes, finished our iced teas. I was already telling a story about it. Accursed plantation owners—aunt’s fistula—mother heading into ruin—daughter unable to get something she needed from the stuck blood. On islands things tend to get exaggerated. One feels, to be at the center of something—all that ocean around, like a frame. We were once rich; we had servants. We were the Royal Family of Mana. Gampa Great issued his own postage stamp. We took ships places and had summer homes and Chinese cooks. ‘Ukulele-strumming Hawaiians serenaded us at Christmas for dalas, and the Pākē brought ducks and strings of red firecrackers. Even our fistulas were beautiful.

We were on to dessert. Gamma had retired to her bedroom, to the bed that spread whitely under my favorite thing in my grandmother’s house, an old-fashioned map for a child’s room that’s called “The Land of Make Believe.” It’s an illustration, something from the thirties. All of the characters from fairy tales are there: the princess, the king, the witch, the Wandering Jew. The castle is there in the middle, and on the outskirts, the dark forest.

And out on the lanai, a different kind of make-believe. Margaret was showing me pictures. The four blond Morgan kids, bucktoothed, arranged at Christmas. Mom and Margaret in matching striped T-shirts under a coconut tree. Mom dressed up in high heels and gloves with paste rings and tin bangles on. (“She liked to be fancy,” Gamma says. “She was that kind of girl.”) Newspaper clippings about Polihiwahiwa—“Damask table! Supreme hostess!”—various fair-haired and bobbed ancestors in dressing gowns. Gampa Great in plantation puttees and a romantic mustache on a white horse. My sisters and me in various stages of ragamuffinness. Mom with a weird perm.

The stories: How Gampa Brewster became bald. (From flying upside down during the war!) Gamma E. the High Episcopalian and her priest, Father Bray. (She had her own chapel! She carved the wooden crosses herself !) Margaret and Karen’s magical childhood beside babbling Nuuanu Stream. The parakeets and hamsters and gardenias. The Pride of India tree in which my aunt started meditating at age five so as to be closer to the sky. The day Margaret lost her mind.

“It happened on this day here,” she pointed to a picture. It was my aunt, sitting in lotus on a lava bank, facing the ocean. She’s wearing a bikini; her eyes are closed. She looks just like my mother, but more solemn, like my mother’s moontwin.

It was just after she started meditating seriously, Margaret told me, the first summer she was home from Dominican. She tried acid for the first time with John Pritchard, my mother’s boyfriend. (It’s true; the sisters were always, perhaps, too close.) He took Margaret to the Makapu‘u lighthouse, on a cliff, to watch the lights spin. He brought along a book, Crash Pad Chicks, and a blanket. Not that kind of girl, Margaret commanded, “Take me home!” So they started back down the dark dirt road. A few minutes later she told him to stop the car.

“We were at the edge of a precipice! We would have been killed!”

Margaret sucked her breath in. A few crumbs rested at the corners of her pretty mouth. “It took me ten years to get straight. Ten years. Some never came out of it.”

“Wow.”

“And that’s when God died. Poof! Just like that. My left brain was gone. All I could do was ceramics.”

“Hmm.”

“So this is when you were born.” She tapped her finger on the page. “Nineteen sixty-eight.”

I was born in 1970, but it’s all right. God died in 1968, along with innocence and Bobby Kennedy. My mother had me a few years later. After that John Pritchard died. The hunk. The sandy-blond surfer with a taste for sisters. My mother’s first love, blown to bits sometime in the seventies in a kiawe explosion. He had been on the Big Island, turning kiawe—Hawaiian mesquite, brought over in the 1800s to feed the cattle that fed the whalers—into charcoal. My mother had wept when she heard the news.

“John Pritchard,” she told me once. “I should have married him when I had the chance.”

 

Margaret and Karen. Karen and Margaret. Gamma once called them Siamese twins: born a year apart, always together. Pushed their beds close when they were little girls and in the well between them went fishing. Called each other, inexplicably, “Mare.” Mare this, Mare that. Each Mare would be pregnant, husband away fighting a war, like their father had, and each would give birth to a puppy, a doll, what have you. Margaret named the sex. Or they would be lovers, kissing their own hands, running through the Nuuanu woods before the divorce, little Gail running after them. (“That’s why Gail is mad at us,” worries Margaret. “Poor Gail,” Gamma clucks.) Margaret and Karen even grew to look like each other: dark-haired, almond-eyed, almost Spanish, whereas the younger two stayed blond and freckled.

But where Margaret was good, Karen was bad. Where Margaret was pious, Karen was profane. Rose White, Rose Red. One spit pearls, the other toads. At fifty-something, one would end up with her mother, the other on the street. It all got set up a long time ago. “It’s been this way since she was seventeen,” my grandmother once told me. “Honestly, I’m numb.”

I have left my grandmother’s house crying many times. That summer day four years ago—the day of Margaret’s fistula, at the beginning of my mother’s fall—I walked out dry-eyed. Past the door, the one with the bell on it. It was just a door—benign, dusty. Mourning doves cooed.

Past the pink hibiscus hedge along the edge of the golf course, past Aloha gas station. All this land had been owned by the son of the man who ran Lihue Plantation on Kauai. Hans Isenberg, from Bremen, came to Kauai in 1858 and asked my great-great-great-uncle for a job. Knudsen didn’t have one, so Isenberg went to Lihue instead. He married a missionary’s daughter—the plantation owner’s daughter—and made a fortune in sugarcane. Isenberg’s son would eventually move to Oahu, buy Waialae-Kahala, and turn it into a ranch. Now it was a golf course, one that I was driving slowly past. The Sony Open is played there for a purse of several million.

Before that, they say, the land wasn’t owned by anybody.

Now there’s a story.
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IAM GOING HOME. EASIER DONE THAN SAID. I AM PUTTING a bathing suit and a few T-shirts into a bag. I am packing sunglasses, swimming goggles I will never use, books, tennis shoes. People say how lucky I am to be going home to Hawaii, and it’s true, but I can’t help feeling sad. I am leaving some kind of life.

Seven million people visited Hawaii last year. Probably most did not learn to pronounce the place. How do you, anyway? Hawayee, like a tourist? Or Hawai‘i—Ha-vy-ee—with the catch, the ‘okina, the glottal stop, like a little choking. You pronouce Hawayee funny. That’s because I’m from there. Well, not really from there, only Hawaiians are from there, but I can say all the words that scare tourists: humuhumunukunukuāpua‘a, Kā‘anapali, Ka‘a‘awa, Peepayleenay. Once, for the parents of my best friend, Lauren Nevin, I made up a chant that sounded like real Hawaiian. We were in the Nevins’ maroon LeBaron. It was 1985, sophomore year of high school. We had just celebrated Lauren’s birthday at the Mauna Lani—“Heavenly Mountain”—hotel. Sweet fifteen. Miranda and Kama, our other best friends, were there. I entertained Rick and Liz Nevin, from Chicago, béarnaise and Frangos in their fridge, by chanting fake Hawaiian all the way back up the dark foothills of the Kohala Mountains to our school, Hawaii Prep. Just sounds I made up: a weird watery voice, lots of glottal stops. Rick and Liz loved me. One night she even entertained us with an impromptu Hawaiian chant! This she wrote to the admissions director at Dartmouth College, a personal friend. Liz made me a copy of the letter: broken home, drug-addicted mother. I got in.

Now Lauren runs a homeless shelter for teens in San Francisco, Kama teaches yoga in L.A. Miranda had a baby and lives in Kamuela (Hawaiian for Samuel, the name of a former postmaster), the town where we went to high school. I live in New York. Outside of one childhood home, in the subdivision of ‘Ulumahi (“Breadfruit Grove”), in the town of Lihu‘e (“Cold Chill”), on the island of Kauai, Hawaii (“It is safest not to attempt translation of such forms,” say Pukui, Elbert, and Mookini in Place Names of Hawaii ), I have never lived in a single place longer. At night I dream about Ha-vy-ee.

Ua mau ke ea i ka ‘āina i ka pono. The life of the land is perpetuated in righteousness. I am going home to find my mother. Easier said than done.

 

On Karen Morgan’s fifty-second birthday in early May 2002, she called me from a hotel. She was in Honolulu. I was in New York. It was late, two A.M. or so, and I had just come from a party. I was a little stoned.

My mother is a drug addict, though I don’t exactly know what kind. People have said heroin; all I have seen her do is coke. She says she’s on methadone now. She has done other drugs, but they come up casually, like, Oh yeah, back when I was doing crack.

Let it be known: I’m careful around drugs. I have seen what they’ve done to my mother. And I’m rebellious, like any child, and how does the daughter of hippies rebel against her parents? She can only be punishingly good. So these are the drugs I stay away from: heroin, coke, Oxy, Percocet, Xanax, crack, methadone, hash, black-tar heroin, morphine. I smoked pot occasionally, though. Pot made me laugh and I talked a lot.

Even late at night, which is when my mother usually calls. Probably she had forgotten about the time difference. People from Hawaii often forget about the time difference. Perhaps it’s because we have a whole time zone named after us. Hawaiian Standard Time, it’s called. Five or six hours behind New York, depending on daylight savings. Hawaii doesn’t observe daylight savings. We’re too tropical. Winter is wetter; otherwise nothing really changes. This seems much more desirable now than it did when I was growing up, and all I wanted was change. Daylight savings, seasons, state lines to cross, leaves turning, snow, factories, coats, new houses, new people, nuclear plants: it all seemed good. I left at seventeen for school and kept leaving. New Hampshire for college, then Portland, Oregon, then Chicago. I traveled for a while, then New York. The longest I spent in an apartment was two years. Every other year I’d pack up and pare down and move, disburdened.
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