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  Prologue




  by Lorna Collins




  Judi (Wilson) Brower




  May 2007




  Aspen Grove, Colorado




  I can’t believe it’s been nearly twenty years since we graduated from Aspen Grove High School. Where has the time gone?




  I just returned from the post office where I mailed invitations for our reunion weekend to sixty-two of the seventy-four graduates of the class of 1987. It hasn’t been easy locating everyone, and I hope we’ll find a few more before next October’s event.




  Since I’ve worked on the planning committee for the last six months, the names and faces of all my friends have been refreshed in my mind.




  I feel sad when I think about Kevin Black. He skidded on a patch of black ice and died on the mountain the winter after graduation. I look at his photo and remember the sweet, quiet kid everyone liked.




  Next I spot the picture of Laurel (Spencer) Allen who died of cancer two years ago. She was such a pretty young girl, with long, dark hair and big brown eyes. Her husband, Dennis, and their twin girls still live here in town. Dennis was three years ahead of us in Josh’s class.




  That’s Josh Brower, my husband. Josh’s family has been in Aspen Grove since the silver mining days. They built the Mother Lode Saloon in town and have owned it and the surrounding land since 1867. During the first half of the twentieth century, the building was deserted, but Josh’s grandfather reopened the place in the 1950s. He expanded the bar to include the dance floor and stage in the ’70s. About ten years ago, Josh and his brother, Bill, helped their dad further expand to include the family-style barbeque restaurant.




  Today, it’s thriving. The food is so good that folks come from Denver to eat, and we’re listed in quite a few of the tour books. During ski season, a lot of people stop on their way to and from the slopes.




  The big reunion party will be at the Mother Lode on Saturday night following a cocktail party on Friday night at the Aspen Grove Hotel. We’ve also scheduled a brunch on Sunday at the hotel for everyone and their families.




  I’ve already scanned the graduation pictures and made nametags for everyone who has said they were coming. They’re ready and waiting.




  As I look at them, I’m filled with so many memories. I can’t wait to see the people who moved away from Aspen Grove and haven’t been back for many years. In particular, there are four faces I want to see. ‘The Fantastic Four’ they used to call themselves. It always seemed to me that the four of them had everything: brains, popularity, beauty, personality, and great senses of humor. Heck, the rest of us would probably have been really envious if we hadn’t liked them so much.




  Lilianna, Kimi, Melinda, and Jacque started kindergarten together and were inseparable throughout school. All four of them left town right after graduation and, except for Melinda and occasional brief visits from the others, they never returned—at least not all at the same time.




  We heard that they each headed in a different direction. I don’t know if the four of them have seen each other in all these years.




  When I think of Lilianna, I also think of Russ Anthony. They were quite a pair. Everyone thought they’d end up married. But she left town right after graduation, and I hear she has two sons now. I wonder how Russ will react when he sees her again.




  In high school, Kimi dated Elliott Greene, although I always thought they were just good friends. When she moved to Hawaii, Elliott didn’t date anyone from here in town, but eventually married Margo. He met her in college in California. They live here now with their four kids.




  Melinda came back to town to teach for many years, but she stayed pretty much to herself. I don’t think she ever dated, at least that I ever heard. We saw her around town, and she was always friendly. But then she left again. The last I heard, she was teaching in Mexico.




  And Jacque dated everyone. She always seemed to be looking for excitement. I wonder if she found it.




  Penny Lopez left town after graduation, too, and we haven’t been able to locate her. No one knows where James Thomas and Cynthia Thornton are either. We’re following up with family and friends and hope to find a couple of the others in time for the reunion.




  It should be an exciting event, if I manage to pull it all together. I can’t wait!




  Finding Love in Paradise




  by Lorna Collins




  Kimi McGuire




  Prologue




  The storm raged around the building as I sat huddled in near-fetal position on the floor of the inside hallway, the only place in our penthouse apartment without windows. I feared the typhoon shaking the walls and swaying the building would soon smash it to bits. And here I was in a strange country where I knew no one and did not speak the language.




  I picked up the notepad and pen I’d grabbed in a hurry as I sought sanctuary, turned on the flashlight, and began writing.




  * * * *




  September 19, 2006




  Dear Li-li-poo,




  Oh, how I miss you! I fear these may be the last words I will write since a huge typhoon is beating against the building and may bring it tumbling down any second. The windows are rattling, and I occasionally hear something bang against the walls. There was a huge crash on the balcony off our bedroom a while ago, but I’m not going to find out what it was!




  I hope Jason is safe in the corporate offices downtown, but I haven’t heard anything from him. We lost power about half an hour ago, so he probably did too. I’m sure he was too busy there to call and find out how I am. I’m afraid to call him since I never know who will answer. Most of the staff doesn’t understand English, and I still haven’t begun to get the hang of Japanese.




  I saw the eye of the storm approaching on TV, at least until it went out. It took a while, but I was able to follow the local map and finally figured out which characters stood for Osaka. The first one is like the letter ‘T’ but with the bottom line split into curves below the crossbar. The next one looks like the letters ’B’ and ‘F’ joined with a small ‘x’ below the crossbar of the ‘F.’ Anyway, I can now recognize it when I see it. Aren’t you glad your best friend is smart?




  On TV they showed alerts and stuff. I think they were warnings that some of the bridges around town and some of the tunnels were being closed. That means Jason may be stuck in the city. It also means that I’ll probably be alone here until the trains start running again.




  The building is swaying. Since we’re on the 15th floor, the movement is probably exaggerated, but it feels really scary. Something just crashed against the front windows. I think I sent you pictures of this place. We have twelve-foot high curved windows across the front of the living room. They provide a gorgeous view of Osaka Bay and the city on clear days, but right now, they seem much too vulnerable.




  Jason convinced me that living in a predominantly Japanese area like Takarazuka would be exciting. But now, I realize that there is no one here to talk to and I don’t need this kind of excitement! Making friends is nearly impossible because the Japanese won’t initiate conversation, even if they understand English. I’m afraid to try my very poor Japanese because I don’t know enough to even begin to make sense. My language instructor laughs at me when she doesn’t think I’ll notice.




  I learned early not to answer the phone in Japanese. I tried it once and the person on the other end assumed I spoke the language. So I went back to ‘Hello’ in a hurry. It’s safer!




  I think I told you that I taught a corporate conversational English class when I first arrived. The company was located in the same building as Jason’s office, so I rode the train with him on the days I taught. After my class, I ate lunch with him and waited in the office until time to go home. But the class ended after five weeks.




  The language school liked me and offered me some other assignments, but they were on the north side of the city and we live to the south. I’d have spent two hours each way commuting to teach a one-hour class. The pay was good, but the long train trip would have been a killer. Besides, I don’t think Jason liked me working. He probably lost face with his subordinates having a working wife.




  I think I told you that he’s become so Japanese since we got here! I can’t believe he’s the same guy I fell in love with and married! I still can’t get over being registered as ‘spouse’ on our official documents. And those are the ones from the U.S. government! Here, women are still considered a man’s property, and Jason seems to have fallen into the pattern. He ignores me when we’re with other people, which isn’t often since Japanese business people do not socialize with their spouses—I mean, wives. A lot of business is conducted after hours in bars, so he gets home late.




  In the six months we’ve been here, I’ve only seen a couple of his co-workers outside of the office. And he didn’t seem too happy whenever I was with him there. I offered to help out, but apparently the visa laws here are very strict, so I couldn’t do anything, even as a volunteer. I didn’t need a work visa to teach English. Go figure




  * * * *




  I stopped writing, unable to find words to describe just how betrayed I felt. Jason came because his father said a family member was required in the Osaka office. Jason’s recently-deceased uncle had been the Executive Vice President for International Transport Corporation. His only children were daughters. That should have told me something.




  The family-owned company ships freight by land, sea, and air throughout the Pacific Rim. Jason’s dad, Mr. Nakagiri, was the CIO and ran the Honolulu office. His brother ran the one in Japan.




  At first, it had sounded like a prolonged vacation.




  “We’ll get to travel all over Asia,” Jason had said. “I’ll be going to Singapore, Hong Kong, and Seoul all the time. You can come with me. It will be interesting and educational.”




  It did sound like fun. Since we hadn’t been able to conceive in over eight years of trying, I’d be free to pack up on a moment’s notice and go with him, unencumbered by children.




  “But what about the language?” I’d asked.




  “Oh, don’t worry about that,” he’d assured me. “We’ll get you a private tutor. You’re smart. You’ll catch on in no time.”




  “Yes, but you’ve heard it all your life and at least understand a little. I don’t.”




  He’d draped his arm around my shoulder and kissed me. “My sweet Kimi, you’ll be fine.”




  But I wasn’t.




  Jason’s trips always came up at the last minute and he said we couldn’t afford the extra ticket for me even if the company could afford his. Then he was off, sometimes for a week at a time.




  My husband seemed to be drifting farther and farther from me. I felt isolated and alone, and I couldn’t figure out what to do about it.




  Chapter 1




  “Follow me,” I cried as I raced across the yard. My three friends dashed along behind me, colored pillow cases flapping after us like the capes we pretended they were. “The Fantastic Four to the rescue!”




  My best friend, Lilianna Anderson, was hot on my heels, followed by Jacque Harris, with Melinda Miller bringing up the rear. We were on a mission to rescue people who were drowning in the lake. Of course, the ‘lake’ was my inflatable wading pool and the drowning ‘people’ were several of our dolls, sacrificed for the occasion.




  Even though I was the smallest and youngest of the group, I assumed the role of leader. Well, ‘youngest’ is a bit misleading since the four of us were born within seven months of each other.




  Jacque was the oldest with a birthday on March fifteenth. Melinda followed on the fourth of July and Lilianna in August. My birthday is September twenty-ninth. Since September thirtieth is the cutoff date for starting school, I barely made it.




  “Hurry!” I called over my shoulder. We swooped over the ‘lake’ and scooped up the poor victims. Then we ‘flew’ back to our base of operations—my sunroom. We used our doctor kits to treat all the rescued folks, then wrapped them in washcloths to keep them warm. I knew my mom would probably frown when I returned them to the bathroom, somewhat dirtier than when I took them outside. However, I also knew she’d shake her head and laugh. She was like that, easy to forgive and openly loving. All the Hawaiians I’d met in my life were like her. Of course, most of them were family.




  I was born in that state, but we moved to Colorado when I was a baby. Daddy wanted to complete his degree in Mechanical Engineering from the University of Colorado at Boulder after he retired from the navy. He stayed on for his Masters, then we moved to Aspen Grove when he got a job at Coors. I was four years old.




  We had just driven up to our new house on Whitman Street on moving day. Before Mama opened the car door, a little girl who looked about my age appeared from next door. She was followed by her mother who carried a covered plate.




  “Welcome to the neighborhood. I’m Martha Anderson and this is my daughter, Lilianna,” she said as she handed Mama the plate. Then she bent down and looked at me. “How old are you?” she asked sweetly. I liked the special attention from an adult.




  “Almost five.” I wasn’t exactly lying. It was then mid-June. I only had three and a half months to go.




  “Will you start school in September?” the lady asked. She sounded so nice; I liked her right away. Especially since an aroma suspiciously similar to cookies, warm cookies, seemed to be coming from the plate in Mama’s hands.




  I nodded.




  Mama answered for me. “She barely made it because of her birth date.” Then she turned to the little blonde child. “Are you in school yet?”




  The girl tried to hide behind her mother. She was quite a bit taller than I was, but then, most kids my age were.




  “Lilianna will start kindergarten at Aspen Grove Elementary School in the fall.”




  “That’s where Kimi will go, too.” Mama sounded happy and relieved.




  I wasn’t too sure about going to school. It sounded kind of scary to me. Mama said she’d take me there before the first day, but I wasn’t ready to be away from her yet, especially for hours. That felt like a really long time.




  “Oh, I’m sorry. Where are my manners?” Mama continued. “We’re the McGuire family. I’m Maile, and this is my husband, Liam.” She indicated my father who had come around the car. “And you’ve met Kimi.”




  The adults shook hands while Lilianna and I sized each other up. Then she grinned, reaching around her mother to wiggle her fingers at me. I wiggled mine back at her.




  “Want to see my dollhouse?” she asked.




  I looked at my parents who both nodded. “Sure,” I replied.




  She led the way up to her bedroom where a wonderful dollhouse dominated the space in front of the window.




  “Wow!” I exclaimed.




  “It was my grandmother’s.” She began to rearrange some of the furniture. “I have to take real, real good care of it.”




  I had never seen anything as wondrous in my life. I was even more impressed when she plugged in a cord and the little house glowed with light.




  “Oh.” A whisper of awe emerged from my mouth.




  “My daddy put in the lights. If you’re extra careful, you can play too,” my new friend informed me.




  I think that was probably the moment when I realized we’d be best friends forever.




  * * * *




  During the next week I met Melinda and Jacque. Melinda lived on the corner, three houses from Lilianna. And Jacque lived two houses on the other side of me.




  As soon as we figured out we’d start school at the same time, we began playing together. During that summer, we formed a lifetime bond. Although the four of us were inseparable, the other two were never quite as close to me as my first friend, Lilianna.




  I don’t know exactly when I began calling her Li-li-poo. She never let anyone else give her a nickname, but I somehow got away with it.




  I do remember I came up with the name ‘The Fantastic Four’ for our little band that first summer. I overheard some older kids talking about a cartoon show they saw on TV with that name. I asked what it was about, and one of the boys said, “It’s about superheroes.”




  When I told Mama and Daddy I wanted to watch it, they said, “It’s on too late. Besides, you’re too young.”




  However, I thought it was a great name, so ‘The Fantastic Four’ we became. We spent the rest of the summer fighting bad guys. They were mostly imaginary, but sometimes our teddy bears and other toys became evil. Our job was to bring them to justice. Actually, we usually converted them back to good. It would have been rough not being able to take my Theodore to bed. Melinda cried when she thought her Arthur had to go to jail.




  * * * *




  Throughout our school years, we were pretty competitive. As a result, we were tops in our class academically. We also became cheerleaders in high school and were popular and very busy—always together.




  High school graduation changed all that.




  My Hawaiian tutu (that’s ‘grandparent’ to mainlanders, but in my family we used ‘tutu’ for my grandmother and ‘tutu-kane’ for my grandfather) insisted I attend the University of Hawaii at Manoa. My mother had taken some classes there, and so had my dad. She also thought I should get to know my Hawaiian relatives.




  Like most Hawaiian families, we’re pretty mixed. On my mother’s side I’m actually Portuguese and Chinese in addition to Hawaiian, with a few other flavors thrown in.




  She taught me the history. “Very few pure Hawaiians survived the arrival of outsiders. Only those who were the children of intermarriage were able to live through the various European and Asian diseases which arrived in the islands. We are very lucky to have so many ancestors from different countries. We’re our own United Nations!” Then she would laugh, and I’d laugh with her.




  My long, dark hair, light olive skin, and dark eyes come from Mama. My short stature could have come from either of my parents. I get my temper and strong will from my dad.




  On his side, I’m Irish. Completely Irish. Daddy’s parents came to the U.S. directly from County Cork. He’s the youngest of thirteen children and joined the navy right out of high school. Dad never returned to the little town in Ohio where his family lived. His parents, who were old when he was born, died while he was gone, and he didn’t bother to keep in touch with his brothers and sisters.




  Instead, Dad traveled the world. When I was little, I loved to snuggle in his lap as he spun tales of the wondrous places he had visited. He planted the seeds of wanderlust in me at an early age.




  After he told me a story about Marrakesh or Istanbul or Singapore, we’d look them up on a map. I always had one last request, though. “Tell me how you and Mama fell in love.”




  He’d start to protest, but my pleas got the desired results.




  “Once there was a boy who dreamed of seeing the world,” he’d start. “So one day, he hopped on a ship and sailed away.”




  Now, I knew that he had joined the U.S. Navy and had boarded his first ship in San Diego, California. But it was Daddy’s story, so he could tell it any way he wanted. And he did.




  “After years and years of sailing the seas and seeing the wonders of the earth, the boy, now a man, decided he wanted a home. So, when he arrived at Pearl Harbor and saw Hawaii, he knew this was the place for which he’d been searching.”




  I also knew that the Navy had sent his ship to Pearl Harbor Naval Station. He’d been in the navy for eighteen years, and they gave him a desk job until he retired.




  “Tell me about Uncle Jimmie,” I’d prod.




  “I’m getting there.” He’d show me a fake frown, but he’d continue. “Now, when this young man arrived in Hawaii, he had few friends because his ship moved on without him. But there was this young fellow on base...”




  “Uncle Jimmy,” I’d announce proudly.




  “His name was Jimmy Akana. He had family in the area. So, when he noticed I was alone, he invited me to a hula show at Pearl City High School. The most beautiful girl in the world was onstage dancing. I fell in love at first sight.”




  At this point in the story, he’d look over and smile at Mama. And she would smile back.




  “After the show,” he continued, “I met Jimmy’s family. And who do you think that young woman was?”




  He’d wait for me to answer, “Mama!”




  “That’s right. It was your mama. But her family thought I was much too old to even date her.” He made a sad face.




  “So I started college to show them I was smart. Jimmy continued to invite me to dinner at his house. When I was there, I had to be very careful and only sneak peeks at your mama.” Then he paused.




  “What happened next, Daddy?” I knew the script well. My turn to move the story along had arrived.




  “Well, I asked Maile if I could take her to her high school prom. She said she’d like that, so I asked your grandpa. At first he said no, but she convinced him. We danced and danced. It was magic. I asked her to marry me that very night.”




  “And she said yes!” I couldn’t wait for him to tell me her answer.




  “She did. But she made me promise not to talk to her parents until after graduation. So that’s what happened. I assured them she’d go to college with me after we were married. And that’s just what she did.” Then he’d hug me as he and Mama exchanged loving looks.




  “Tell me about the wedding.” The story wasn’t finished until that part.




  “We were married on a cliff overlooking the ocean. Your Uncle Jimmy was my best man, and your Auntie Celia was your mama’s maid of honor. A navy chaplain performed the ceremony. The only guests were your mama’s family and a few of her friends. And it was...”




  I always joined him for this part, “...the happiest day of my life—until you were born.”




  * * * *




  As the years passed, we seldom visited the family on Oahu. I guess Mama and Daddy were content with just our little circle of love. Tutu and Tutu-kane, my grandfather, visited a few times, and Uncle Jimmy came more often. But my tutu wanted me to come for college. Tutu-kane wasn’t too well, and she thought I should get to know them. For once, Mama and Daddy agreed.




  So after graduation, I left Aspen Grove to start the next part of my life without my best friends.




  Chapter 2




  I shared a tearful goodbye with my parents in Denver and boarded the plane with mixed feelings. Even as I looked forward to starting college, I knew I’d miss my best friends and my life in Colorado.




  My plane touched down in Honolulu for the start of my first real experience away from home. When the doors opened, the scents of fruit and flowers and that something extra unique to Hawaii assaulted my senses. Memories of childhood visits replayed in my mind. Images of my grandparents and the rest of the Akana clan appeared like a slide show on the screen inside my head, and I wondered what had changed and if they’d remember I was arriving.




  I needn’t have worried. As I stepped into the baggage claim area, I saw Uncle Jimmy and Auntie Debbie waiting to greet me with a beautiful white orchid lei.




  The last time we’d been here was for their marriage a few years earlier. Mom, Dad, and I were all in the wedding party. On a cliff overlooking the Pacific, they’d exchanged vows, reliving Dad’s beautiful story of how he and Mom made their promises to each other in the same place. Uncle Jimmy had waited until he was forty to marry, quite a contrast to my mom who was eighteen when she and dad wed.




  Before his marriage, Uncle Jimmy had visited Aspen Grove many times. And he and Auntie Debbie had spent two weeks with us the previous summer. He was my favorite relative in Mom’s large extended family.




  I rushed to his arms, happy to see someone I knew and loved. “Well, princess, you’re finally here.” He stepped back and placed the fragrant flowers around my neck. Then, per tradition, he kissed my cheek. “Your tutus can hardly wait to see you.”




  I stepped away from him to receive Auntie Debbie’s warm hug. “We’re under strict orders to get you home as quickly as possible.” She laughed. “I don’t think either one of them has slept for a week.”




  Unlike at the airport in Denver where I’ve had long waits for my luggage, my bags came right away. I’d sent several boxes ahead of me, and Uncle Jimmy assured me they’d arrived safely. All I’d taken on the plane were one suitcase and my carry-on.




  We stepped outside into the late afternoon warmth. The air felt heavy and humid, but the sea breeze cooled it to a soft caress. I was reminded of the magic of the islands.




  “The car’s right this way,” Uncle Jimmy announced as he led me to his battered old van. “Cars take quite a beating here,” he said apologetically. “We usually buy used ones because the salt air takes its toll.”




  “Looks okay to me.” I handed him my bag and hopped in.




  “Well, it’s not very pretty, but it’ll get us there,” Debbie assured me with a grin. “And it even holds lots of stuff. We’ll take you car shopping next week. Your dad sent money with a warning to help you get a safe one.”




  At the mention of Daddy, I suddenly felt homesick, but I quickly recovered when they asked questions about graduation. We drove through the city and up into the Manoa Valley. I recognized the sign for the Wai’oli Tea Room on the left and knew that we were nearly there. We turned off Manoa Road and made our way through the winding streets to the old-style Hawaiian house where my mother had grown up.




  The front lanai was filled with people, many of whom rushed toward the van. They pulled the doors open even before we stopped. Uncle Greg, Auntie Celia’s husband, lifted me off the seat as soon as I un-clicked my seatbelt.




  “She’s here!” he announced grandly as he swung me around.




  “Put me down! I can walk,” I told him, but I was laughing so hard I wasn’t sure if it was true.




  Uncle Greg still looked like the California surfer he was when he first arrived. His blond, curly hair was starting to turn a bit gray at the temples, but his perpetual tan and muscles attested to his continuing love affair with the ocean and his surfboard.




  My family was already pretty mixed ethnically, and the Akanas in my mother’s immediate family continued the melting pot tradition. Mom married an Irishman; Celia married a Scandinavian-looking surfer dude; Uncle Luke married a Latina, my Auntie Maria Luz; and Auntie Debbie is...I never heard exactly. She has brown hair and brown eyes and medium coloring and her family roots could have come from most anywhere.




  Uncle Jimmy looks almost Latin, with his dark wavy hair, dark eyes and slender build. Auntie Celia is also slim and looks Eurasian like my mother. Mama is a little heavier and shorter than Celia. Uncle Luke looks...well... Hawaiian, I guess.




  Uncle Luke was the only sibling missing besides Mama. He lives in Georgia with his wife and brood of six kids.




  Of course, the crowd at the house included many distant relatives, and they represented an even greater mix. It sometimes seems to me that I’m related to half the population of the islands.




  As I reached the steps, kissing and hugging those I encountered along the way, the faces I most wanted to see appeared. Tutu looked tinier and frailer than I remembered. Her soft, nearly white curls framed her tanned, wrinkled face.




  Tutu-kane stepped up behind her. He was getting stooped but still towered over Tutu. His skin had a yellowish cast beneath his tan. He didn’t look well, but a big grin spread across his face when he saw me.




  “Our little Kimi!” he said as he and Tutu tried to hug me at the same time.




  “Come, come,” Tutu said. She took my arm and led me into the living room.




  The house has been in my family for at least three generations. It started out as a small cottage. Through the years it’s been added onto so it now sprawls across the large lot.




  Tutu-kane led me into the small room my mother used to share with Auntie Celia. The flowered curtains and matching bedspreads were faded, but it felt like home. I could nearly smell my mother there.




  “Here’s your suitcase,” Uncle Jimmy announced as he wheeled my bag into the room. “Your boxes are in the TV room. You can unpack them later. Right now, let’s eat!”




  The sweet smell of barbeque reminded me that I hadn’t had any food since early that morning. And Denver was three hours later than Honolulu.




  What a feast! One of Mom’s cousins had roasted a pig and another was cooking huli-huli chicken. Everyone had brought food for the luau, so there was not only enough to feed the army that was my family, but we had leftovers for a week.




  I wasn’t used to being around so many people. Folks were perched on the steps, throughout the house, and all over the lawn with heaping paper plates. Kids ran around laughing and chasing each other. Their parents paid no attention.




  Everyone talked at the same time, and I was bathed in laughter as it rippled around me. I’d always wanted siblings growing up and suddenly felt I’d gained a bunch of them.




  “Hey, girl, when we gonna get you on a board?” a distant cousin asked.




  “Yeah, Tommy and Toshi own a shop in Hale’iwa. We’ll get you set right away,” insisted another.




  “Well, I’m not sure...” I started.




  “You in Hawaii now. You gotta learn,” the pushy cousin persisted. I’d already forgotten his name, but I knew that Tommy and Toshi were also distant relations. I just wasn’t sure which ones they were either.




  “I guess I could try.” I was used to being the risk taker, the one who led my friends into new adventures. Now I felt a little overwhelmed.




  “All the Akanas surf,” Uncle Jimmy said as he approached us. “Even your mama. Your Uncle Luke used to ride tandem with her.”




  “So did I,” added Uncle Greg as he was drawn into the conversation. It seemed as though both of my uncles just had to participate in any conversation where surfing was mentioned. “Your uncle Luke and I taught her, and I can teach you as well.”




  The promise of my surfer-dude uncle’s years of experience suddenly renewed my courage.




  “Okay, then. When can I start?”




  * * * *




  As I lay in my mother’s old bed that night listening to the soft patter of the gentle rain on the roof, I realized I felt very much at home. I had left my parents, but I’d gained a huge support group. I’d left my best friends, but I had new cousins to help fill the gap. And in a few weeks I’d start studying at the same school where my mother and her siblings had gone.




  I thought I was ready for whatever came my way.




  Chapter 3




  I heard a scream. Then I realized it came from my mouth. I’d paddled like mad, but the surfboard seemed to stall on the wave. Then I felt myself lifted and thrown into a boiling mass of white water.




  As my eyes cleared the surface, I spotted two of my uncles standing on either side of me headed my way. Behind them, the white sand of Waikiki beach glistened in the sunlight and small waves broke on the shore. The guys stood in chest-high water and I heard their laughter.




  “That wasn’t funny,” I sputtered as I spit out the salty brine. My nostrils burned, and I coughed, trying to clear my lungs.




  “Sure it was,” said Uncle Jimmy, chuckles still bubbling around his words.




  Uncle Greg grabbed my arm and helped me stand. One of my cousins caught the board before it could do much damage.




  “You almost had it that time,” Uncle Greg tried to reassure me.




  “Yeah. I’m getting really good at falling off.”




  “Are you okay?” Uncle Jimmy finally thought to ask.




  “I only wounded my pride.”




  Always the most athletic one in any crowd, even though I was small, I was used to success when it came to anything physical. But surfing was different.




  True to their word, my male relatives had found me a used board and dragged me to the beach. This was my second attempt at riding standing up. I was determined to conquer this just as I had most physical challenges in my life. The first time, I stood up but didn’t manage to stay in that position for very long.




  “The waves are bigger today than yesterday,” I complained.




  “That should help,” Greg replied.




  “Well, it doesn’t.” Still, I took the board and got back on to paddle out. “Just watch me,” I mumbled under my breath. “I won’t give up until I’m surfing.”




  * * * *




  Two weeks later, they insisted on moving from the gentle rollers of Waikiki to the more challenging waves on the North Shore. I thought we probably went there because Toshi and Tommy owned a shop in Hale’iwa and wanted to be closer to home. Also, my uncles had grown tired of playing babysitter to their niece in the tamer waves.




  “You’re ready,” Uncle Greg assured me as we unloaded the car.




  “I’m still not sure.”




  “You’ve ridden standing up for a week,” Uncle Jimmy chimed in. “You need more of a challenge, and there isn’t much time before school starts.”




  I looked out at the perfect waves of Sunset Beach and knew I had to conquer them. Fortunately the surf was pretty small for that spot and I secretly felt ready to try it, but I wasn’t going to let my bossy uncles know that.




  They paddled out with me, along with several of my surfing cousins. I have lots of relatives. Even if they aren’t first cousins, Hawaiians call anyone beyond the immediate family ‘auntie’ or ‘uncle’ or ‘cousin.’ It has more to do with their age in relation to you than their actual place on your family tree.




  The beach was much farther away than at Waikiki. As the waves rolled in, my relatives started catching them until I was alone beyond the surf line.




  The paddle from shore took a lot of time because I couldn’t just go straight out. Instead, Uncle Greg told me the safest path was around the end of the break where I’d be less likely to be tossed by a breaking wave.




  Several other surfers waited with me as I spotted the by-now-familiar rise in the surface indicating a set was headed our way.




  I guess I’d become over-confident. After all, following my first dunking, I’d been able to stand up and had learned to do it consistently with ease.




  I started paddling and thought I was in a good position, but the swell bore down on me faster than I had expected. Up to the last second, I thought I’d be able to turn the board so it would glide down the face of the wave. Instead, I was caught in the worst place I could have been.




  I remembered the feel of slipping off the board from before when I’d done it at Waikiki. However, this time I went down much farther and was churned beneath the water. It felt like I was being tumbled around in a washing machine.




  I was disoriented and couldn’t tell which way was up. The breath had been knocked out of me in the fall, so I had little left in my lungs. And my family members were too far away to help.




  Suddenly, a hand grabbed my arm and I was dragged to the surface where I gulped a quick breath and then found myself looking into the most handsome face I’d ever seen. Shiny black hair topped chiseled features. I know you usually don’t call a man ‘beautiful,’ but this one was. His muscular torso and rich tan completed the image.




  Perfect.




  His strong hands grasped both arms and pulled me onto his board where I lay coughing. Then he turned and caught the next wave in the set. I was lying on the front of the board flying across the water.




  Now that’s what surfing is supposed to feel like!




  As we neared the beach, my family members swarmed the board.




  “Thanks,” I choked out between coughs. I felt as though I’d swallowed half the Pacific Ocean. However, my rescuer turned and walked away. I figured he hadn’t heard me. I wanted to call him back, but my overprotective uncles took over. I sure hoped I’d see him again.




  That night I had a dream. I was drowning and couldn’t get my breath. Then the Adonis arrived, pulled me out, and kissed me. Before I could follow the dream any further, I woke up.




  “Darn,” I muttered to myself. Kissing him had seemed so real, I wanted the fantasy to go on forever.




  * * * *




  Once school started, I was grateful for Auntie Debbie. She was on the faculty at UH (University of Hawaii) where she taught accounting and the advanced math courses.




  If it hadn’t been for her, I would have been overwhelmed. My little high school in Aspen Grove had fewer than four hundred students. UH had twenty thousand!




  I finally located all my classes, but it took me a couple of weeks to adjust to the sprawling campus and the huge number of students.




  “How are you doing?” Auntie Debbie asked at the end of the second week when we ran into each other.




  “It’s starting to get better.” I was determined not to whine, but I still didn’t feel at home. And I missed my friends so much. We wrote to each other and called occasionally, but it wasn’t the same as being together. Each of us coped in our own way.




  She laughed and put an arm around my shoulder. “I knew you’d be fine. Want a break?”




  “Sure. I feel as though I’ve been running nonstop all day. I just finished my last class and I’m free for the weekend.” I was glad for her company. She was in her mid-thirties and the youngest of my mother’s generation. I thought of her more like a friend than an aunt. With her long, straight hair, casual clothing, and backpack, she looked like a student.




  “I’ll show you one of my favorite spots,” she volunteered.




  I hadn’t been too adventurous in exploring the campus, afraid that I’d miss a class if I wandered too far afield. I was ready for somewhere new.




  “On Fridays, there’s sometimes live music at Manoa Gardens.”




  “Great. Let’s go there. I’ve heard other students talking about the place and I’ve intended to check it out.”




  “Now’s as good a time as any.” She led the way through the mass of people. “The seats are probably all filled by now. Fridays are really busy.” As we entered the courtyard, she pointed to the corner. “Look, that’s empty. Good thing we weren’t any later.”




  We took two of the four small benches at the round table. A group was setting up their instruments.




  “It’s always best to arrive before the music starts. Once the sound penetrates the campus, people materialize out of the ether.”




  As if they’d overheard her, a large group of students began to flow in.




  “Are these seats taken?” asked a voice over my shoulder.




  “Nope,” Auntie Debbie addressed the stranger. “Please join us.”




  When he stepped into view, I nearly fainted. There was my hero, the god of the sea.




  “Jason, this is my niece, Kimi,” my aunt said.




  He laughed.




  Humiliation!




  “I think this is the opae I pulled out of the surf at Sunset a couple of weeks ago.”




  I don’t blush often, but I could feel the heat creeping up my neck. I wanted to crawl under the table or, better yet, run away. I wasn’t sure what he’d called me, but I was sure it wasn’t a compliment.




  Later on I asked Uncle Jimmy what it meant, and he laughed. “It’s Hawaiian for ‘shrimp,’” he informed me.




  It was a good thing I didn’t know what it meant when he said it. I didn’t have time for a retort before a gorgeous girl walked up and looped her arm through his. She was tall and model-thin with perfect long golden hair, perfect creamy skin, and perfect white teeth. In short (no pun intended), she was everything I wasn’t.




  “Shuga,” she began with an accent that could only have come from south of the Mason-Dixon Line. “I see y’all found us seats.” She turned to Auntie Debbie and me. “I just hate having to stand, don’t you?” Returning her adoring gaze to Mr. Gorgeous, she added, “Ah just can’t thank you enough.”




  “Professor Akana, this is Bobbi Sue. You may remember her from one of your classes last year.” He totally ignored me! My mortification was complete.




  “Why, yes. Of course I remember you, Bobbi Sue,” Auntie Debbie said as they took the other two benches. I watched as Miss Southern Belle slid to the edge of hers and pulled Jason closer.




  Just then, the band started and everyone forgot about me. Of course, the lovebirds hadn’t noticed I existed anyway.




  Chapter 4




  It took me a minute to realize where I was when I awoke in my childhood bedroom in Aspen Grove.




  The flight from Honolulu had seemed endless since I was anxious to see my friends and family. I spotted Mama and Daddy at once and couldn’t wait for their hugs.




  For the first time, I realized my father was growing older. I’d never really paid attention to the difference in my parents’ ages, but it now showed in their appearance. Mama was the same beautiful woman as always. In contrast, much of Dad’s reddish hair had been replaced by silver and was thinning on top. His face had more lines, and he didn’t seem as tall as I remembered.




  Still, it felt so good to be with them and to be back home.




  Daddy insisted on carrying my suitcase upstairs, but he moved slower and seemed winded when he got to the top. This was my big, strong father who used to take the steps two at a time. The change seemed significant. Or maybe he’d been slowing down for some time and I just hadn’t noticed.




  We’d no sooner arrived than we heard a knock on the door. There stood our neighbor, Mrs. Anderson.




  “I know how much Kimi loves my decorated Christmas cookies.” She handed Mama a large plate of her sweet specialties.




  Then she turned to hug me.




  “Oh, how I wish Lilianna had come home from Alaska for the holidays.” I could hear the sadness in her voice. “But I couldn’t talk her into it. She can be awfully stubborn, you know.”




  I laughed. ‘Stubborn,’ ‘strong-willed,’ and ‘determined’ were all terms I’d heard applied to my best friend over the years. When she made up her mind about something, even her brother’s team of sled dogs couldn’t change it. But I was glad she was with him. At least she had a brother and sister-in-law for company.




  I was the ‘only child’ in our group. All the others had siblings. They called me ‘spoiled,’ and ‘babied,’ but I also had no one else to share my concerns about Daddy and my grandparents.




  “Are Jac and Mel here?” I asked, really dying to see them.




  “Jacque is in Minnesota at school. You know her parents moved to Fargo right after you girls graduated. They’ve sold the house, so she won’t be coming back this year.”




  “I’d forgotten her parents moved,” I replied, suddenly saddened to realize that someone else now lived in her house. Mama had told me, of course, but I guess it hadn’t seemed real. Now it did. “She sent me a few letters after she started school and sounded excited.”




  “Her parents are awfully proud of how well she’s doing. I hear from her mother from time to time. I think they are all getting together for Christmas.”




  “And what about Mel? Is she home?”




  “Melinda is attending school in Boulder, so she should arrive any day now.”




  “I thought for sure she’d eventually end up somewhere more exotic. When I left in June she told me she’d been accepted at CU, but I secretly hoped she’d change her mind and go somewhere foreign.” Mel was the one who wanted to know about other cultures and traditions. When we were kids, she wanted to celebrate every occasion she heard about, regardless of the culture.




  One year, we all celebrated Hanukah, lighting the candles, spinning the dreidel, and reading the stories. Then there was the year Jac told us about Lucia Day, so Mel insisted we observe that. Our mothers drew the line at wearing lighted candles on our heads, though.




  When Mel heard about the Mexican Cinco de Mayo  holiday, she searched all over downtown Denver and hauled a piñata back so that we could smack it with a stick while blindfolded. She’d filled it with candy and small trinkets.




  “Come on. Hit it harder!” she’d shouted as we flailed in the general direction we thought the thing hung. But her dad pulled the rope up, raising the brightly-colored papier mache and crepe-paper donkey. As we blindly lunged at where it should have been, we found only air.




  Finally, after observing Jac and me, Lilianna figured out the trick and walloped the thing, aiming higher than we had. We all hooted and grabbed for the bounty, which had spilled onto the ground.




  Mexico was her longest-lasting passion. She loved the music, the food, and the colorful styles. She was disappointed when she learned that Cinco de Mayo is celebrated far more in the United States than in Mexico.




  Right before we left Aspen Grove, she’d made us promise to take a college graduation trip to some exotic locale. I would have loved to have the gang visit Hawaii, but I somehow felt that Mel would hold out for Mexico. Wherever we met, I knew that we’d have a great time.




  “Melinda didn’t feel that her folks could afford a foreign or private school after educating her brothers. I think she was very thoughtful,” observed Mrs. Anderson as we walked toward the kitchen.




  “I’ll bet she’s created a project to study a different country every month.” I laughed. “Who knows how she’ll be dressed and what language she’ll be speaking next time we see her.”




  Mrs. Anderson laughed with me. She knew Mel as well as I did.




  “How about some cocoa to go with these cookies?” Mama offered as we entered the sunny kitchen.




  “That sounds lovely,” Martha Anderson answered. “And we can hear all about Kimi’s adventures in Hawaii.”




  * * * *




  Early the next morning, I walked down to the lake in Aspen Grove Park. I’d always loved the chilled air and the look of the glittering snow frosting all the trees. The lake was well frozen over, and as I watched, families and others skated on the ice.




  I shivered even in my warm jacket. I guess my blood had thinned from being in Hawaii. I was no longer used to the Aspen Grove winter temperatures.




  A group of kids from Aspen Grove High played crack the whip like we used to. I recognized the blue, black, and white jackets and wondered where mine was. Probably still in my closet at home, but I was suddenly too grown up to wear it.




  I knew few of the current crop of students. We’d always hung around with the kids from our own class and some of the older ones. Mel had dated a couple of guys who were one or two years older. So had Jac. Of course, Lilianna dated Rusty all four years. Everyone thought they’d get married eventually.




  My high school dates were few. No one took me very seriously. I was small and looked young, so I was more of a mascot to the guys. They were my friends, but they dated other girls.




  Finally at the end of my junior year and throughout my senior year, I went to all the dances with Elliott Greene. He was actually kind of good looking, but was also a Physics major and pretty geeky. His mother and mine were friends. Since neither of us was seeing anyone, our moms decided we’d attend all the ‘important’ events as a couple.




  Elliott was nice enough, and easy to be with, but there was never any romance between us. Still, we attended the winter formal and the senior prom.




  It seemed strange that just the year before, all of us had been the kids out skating. Now I was the only one there.




  Later in the day, the doorbell rang.




  “Mel!” I squealed as she threw her arms around me. I’d been feeling especially blue without all my best friends. But now, at least one of them was there.




  “Kiki,” she said as she stepped back. “You haven’t grown an inch.”




  “Thanks a lot!” Mel liked to rub it in that she was a whole inch taller than I. “I had a surfer guy call me a shrimp.”




  “Was he cute?” Of course Mel would want to know that. She had no idea.




  “Gorgeous is more like it.” I knew that would pique her interest.




  We threw ourselves down on the living room sofa just as we had so many times in the past.




  She leaned forward expectantly. “Tell me. Tell me.”




  “Dark hair, dark eyes, golden skin, and a surfer’s body.” I knew I had her attention.




  “How did you meet him?” Her eyes were wide in anticipation.




  “He saved me from drowning.”




  “Wow! Now that’s a great way to meet a guy.”




  “Yeah. I was surfing at Sunset Beach on the North Shore. You know, that’s where the really big waves are.”




  “Uh huh.”




  “I had a nasty wipeout, and he saved me.”




  “So, does he have a name?”




  “Jason,” I answered.




  “How about a last name?”




  “I...uh...don’t really know.”




  “You don’t know? Why?”




  I realized I had to come clean. “See, he doesn’t really know I exist. He goes to UH and Auntie Debbie had him in a class. She knows him. But all he remembers about me, if he remembers anything, is that I was the shrimp he pulled out of the water. I’m sure if he could, he’d have thrown me back. Now, what about you? Any cute guys in your world?”




  * * * *




  Christmas was like the holidays I remembered, and yet different.




  We cut down our tree as a family, as always, but not all my friends were there to help decorate it. For years, we’d gone from house to house where we hung ornaments, drank spiced cider or hot chocolate, ate cookies, listened to carols, and giggled a lot. I nearly cried when I realized that The Fantastic Four might never do those things again. And even if we were all home for the holidays next year, it still wouldn’t be the same.




  Mel and I helped with each other’s trees and tried our best, but we both knew how different it felt. Neither of us talked about the enormous Santa-shaped elephant in the room.




  I attended the holiday services at the Presbyterian Church. I still loved the carols and hearing the choir sing. And the seven o’clock candlelight service on Christmas Eve moved me once again.




  Mel and her family attended midnight mass at St. Mary’s. Often all four of us went with them, even though Lil was Presbyterian like me, and Jac went to Hope Lutheran. I tagged along to the service but felt really out of place surrounded by Mel’s large family without my own gang for comfort. Oh, they did their best to make me feel welcome, but being with them just seemed to emphasize that Jac and Lil were missing.




  I’d sent little gifts to all my friends from Hawaii before I left and was surprised and thrilled to see three small packages under the tree from them.




  Along with a funny card with Santa driving a sleigh pulled by eight moose, Lilianna sent a cute Alaska keychain and ‘mooseltoe’ to hang on our tree. The dried ‘moose berries’ gave Mama quite a start and she refused to hang the thing until Daddy reassured her it was clean and safe.




  A Swedish straw star ornament for our tree came from Jac in Minnesota. I was amazed that it hadn’t been crushed in the mail, but it arrived intact. I figured she’d gotten it somewhere near her college since it’s in a predominantly Scandinavian area and the school is affiliated with the Lutheran church.




  The box from Mel revealed a delicate glass angel ornament. She knew I’d begun collecting them when I was really young and had amassed quite a few.




  I’d sent each of them an Aloha Angel ornament in a different Hawaiian print fabric. Lil’s was blue; Jac’s was green; and Mel’s was red.




  We spent our time doing the things we used to do, but two important pieces of the puzzle that was The Fantastic Four were missing.




  When we went to the movies, Lil wasn’t there with her cryptic observations which always made us laugh. When we decorated for New Year’s Eve, Jac didn’t contribute her sometimes questionable but always creative ideas. Heck, Mel didn’t have anyone to take potshots at since I wasn’t really fair game.




  Mama and Daddy had their annual New Year’s Day brunch, and everyone in the neighborhood and from church came. I doubt that most of them, with the exception of Mel and me, and maybe Martha Anderson, thought it was anything other than another in the long string of holiday parties through the years. We knew better.




  My old escort, Elliott Greene, had gone to Cal Tech in California and stayed there for the holidays.




  It turned out that Mel had been dating a couple of guys at school but didn’t really miss them once she was away. We clung to each other as if we were marooned on a life raft in the middle of the ocean with no rescue in sight.




  Okay, that’s a little melodramatic, but we both felt as though no one else really understood what we were experiencing. And, in truth, they couldn’t.




  I enjoyed the holidays at home with my folks and Mel. But much too soon it was time to return to school and my grandparents.




  Chapter 5




  After the New Year, I returned to the hustle and bustle of college. Once in a while I spotted Jason-the-Incredible across the courtyard or crossed his path on campus, always with a different tall blonde or redhead, each more beautiful than the last. I always reluctantly admitted they made a stunning couple. Why on earth would he ever be interested in a dandelion like me when he was surrounded by orchids and birds of paradise?




  One day I asked Auntie Debbie about Bobbi Sue, the southern belle I’d met with him. “I haven’t seen her around campus lately. You said she attended one of your classes last year.” I tried to make it sound like a casual statement and not a nosy question, even though I was dying to know that story.




  Auntie Debbie burst into laughter. “Oh, yes. She was in the one remedial math course I’m forced to teach. She barely passed, but I think she flunked out of a couple of other classes.” Then she gave me a strange look but didn’t say anything further.




  I did manage to find out Jason’s last name was Nakagiri and that his family owned an international shipping company. As the only son in the family, he was being groomed to take over someday. Believe me, it wasn’t easy doing the research without making people suspicious, but no one paid attention to me. It seemed my lot in life.




  I kept telling myself to forget the guy, but next to him, every other male on campus faded into the background. I knew that he would graduate in June. Part of me felt relieved that he wouldn’t be around next year, but I also knew I’d miss the sheer pleasure of looking at him.




  I met Auntie Debbie at Manoa Gardens nearly every Friday afternoon to wind down from the week. I enjoyed sharing my news, concerns, and all the other minutia of college life with her. She seemed to like being able to talk about her week with me as well.
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