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The Monk Seal


Some data: the island of Mahina was about thirty-three miles wide and twenty-five miles long. It was home to only about seventy thousand people, though due to tourism more than one hundred thousand people could easily occupy the island at one time. Out of the four of the eight Hawaiian islands with truly substantial populations, Mahina was the northwesternmost and the smallest. Mahina was also known as Hawaiian’s green jewel, lush and rainy, but streaked with orange at the splendid western canyon.

Some more data: the Hawaiian monk seal, Neomonachus schauinslandi, though not strictly endangered by the standard of the conversation status inventory, was vulnerable enough to rely on human help, as the creatures, about seven feet long and four hundred pounds if you averaged between the sexes (females were bigger), numbered only around fourteen hundred. The Hawaiian name for them was (deep breath) ʻīlio-holo-i-ka-uaua, a dog (ʻīlio) that runs (holo) in the roughness (of the seas) (uaua). They lived exclusively on and around the Hawaiian islands. They were, as far as anyone could tell, nocturnal. The common human experience of a monk seal was to see one wash up on the beach around sunrise. There it would sleep, snore, snarf, scratch itself, and roll over for hours; they must have been tired after so much swimming and hunting. Then a couple minutes after sunset they would heave themselves back into the water to hunt. It was typical for there to be only one, mildly special for there to be two, and really cool for there to be three monk seals in the same spot.

Different organizations recommended different distances for staying the fuck away from monk seals so as to protect them from human germs. Realistically, fifty feet was a reasonable guideline, especially because to make the radius of doom much larger than that would render the beaches unusable, which was simply no good. If a monk seal appeared on the beach, some sort of docent representing one of the conservation institutes would appear like a wizard teleporting in with cones to cordon off the creature in an arc so it could have its privacy. They were impressively heavy sleepers as long as they were left alone; they seemed unbothered by shrieking children playing on the beach and the constant— truly, constant— crowing of Mahina’s famous chickens.

“He’s going to do it,” Ben said. “He’s looking at me, like, ‘I know you think there’s no way I dare to do it looking you right in the eyes, but I’m going to do it.’”

“He’s trying to assert his dominance over you,” Shabnam said.

“I don’t condescend to participate in tests of manhood,” Ben said. “If he wants to he can—”

“Cock-a-doodle-doo!” crowed the chicken.

“There it is,” Ben said. “They always bug out their eyes and neck just before they do it, like it’s the last time they’ll do it before they die. And, oh, there he goes, having thoroughly established his superiority over me,” he went on as the chicken ran off to some bushes.

“Back to his harem,” Shabnam said. “They’re so pretty here. That shade of blackish-green on their tails is just mesmerizing. And they come in so many different colors.”

“Cock-a-doodle-doo!” went a chicken.

“And you get used to the crowing, don’t you?” Ben said.

“I don’t know if I would say that,” Shabnam said.

Ben and Shabnam were on vacation on Mahina. They had visited the Big Island last year for Christmas and liked it so much that they wanted to check out another island. The wallflower island, the indie island, the emerald island twinkling in the Pacific sun.

“Cock-a-doodle-doo!”

Now they were at a pavilion in the grass behind the beach, having an afternoon snack of trail mix. Chickens watched raptorially, waiting for either of them to drop sunflower seeds or papaya cubes or peanuts or other such treasures.

“This pavilion is where the twelve-step meeting gathered,” Shabnam said. “It was hard enough to get myself up for my morning jog— it was crazy to see like fifty people packed under here that early to talk about not drinking.”

“Yes, they can get quite serious about it,” Ben said. “I’m sure that with a little time to adjust it’s pretty easy to wake up at seven here.”

“Cock-a-doodle-doo!”

“Let’s go look at the seal you saved,” Ben said.

“Maybe we will get to see it sneeze,” Shabnam said.

That was reason enough to get up. They traipsed back to the sand where countless families had set up their bases of towels and umbrellas and were showing no signs of moving even though the sun was beginning to contemplate retirement. Then they trekked across the sand, watching surfers and swimmers. There was even a guy who hooked up a rope to a leaning tree so that he could do some sort of aerial spinny-dance like a stripper.

“Are you going to learn to do that for me?” Shabnam said.

“No,” Ben said flatly. “And I think it’s gross that they offer pole-dancing classes to little girls.

“What does that have to do with what we’re looking at?”

“My mind just jumps around,” Ben said. “What the fuck is this?”

There were footprints. Footprints! Within the so-called protected circle around the monk seal!

There was a marker board propped upright against a cone with information about the monk seal. The monk seal was a seven-year-old male who had come in at seven-eleven a.m. What the marker board did not say was that a haole, a tourist, an outsider— Shabnam!— had been the one to discover the seal unattended when it had first crept up onto the sand, and alerted whomever she could find that looked authoritative.

“Hello! Excuse me! Monk seal alert!” she later told Ben she said, though of course she had not really said it like this. “A snarf-master has heaved its corpulent frame onto your beach yonder! Fetch the pylons at once!”

And now, because of Shabnam’s sunrise run, the monk seal was safe and enclosed and free to sleep and snore and snarf and scratch.

Except for the footprints!

“What happened here?” Ben said at a volume that he hoped loud enough that someone else would hear and explain it.

“Oh, some bum walked through pretending he didn’t see the seal,” said a nearby dad of four excitable boys— well, two were probably his.

“Like, literally a bum?”

“No, a bum because of his behavior. A rascal. A rapscallion,” said the dad.

“Cock-a-doodle-doo!”

Ben and Shabnam watched the seal in fascination. Like any human being, Ben wanted it to suddenly act in a way that was an order of magnitude beyond its normal IQ, and in a way that singled him out specifically as a special person. If it— he— would simply point at him with a flipper, well that would be great.

“Look how grumpy his face is,” Shabnam said. “‘Leave me alone. I come all the way to this island and this is what I get.’”

Ben scrunched his face with irritation that none of the other beachgoers were overhearing or laughing at Shabnam’s hilarious “seal voice.”

“That face,” he said, “is pure terror to fish and to octopuses.”

“Oooh, he’s snarfin’,” Shabnam said. “He’s snarfin’ up a storm. This is by far the indie pick compared to the turtles.”

On the other side of the crescent of the beach, probably nearly fifty green sea turtles had gathered. What they lacked in drama, even compared to the sleeping monk seal, they made up for in sheer quantity, but Ben and Shabnam had seen plenty of honu on the Big Island last year.

“I have nothing against the turtles,” Ben said, “but it’s clear that checking out the monk seal is our best and highest use.”

“Please do not make me think about work by talking in lawyer-speak when we’re on vacation,” Shabnam said.

“Sorry— what the hell?”

And there he was!

A man in his fifties or sixties. In sunglasses and a white T-shirt. Blue swim trunks. Black sandals. His face drooping and stupefied by alcohol use both historical and recent. Even with the shades covering a great portion of it, his face reeked of smug superiority. He was no doubt the same guy who had made the first set of footprints dangerously close to the monk seal. Now he was back.

“Wow,” Ben said loudly.

“Hey,” said someone’s mom powerlessly. “There’s a sign! You have to stay behind the cones!”

The guy just kept walking like he didn’t hear a word. The boundary between the seal and the public had been fully violated. New, shambling footprints appeared every couple seconds.”

“Boo!” went the four boys the dad was in charge of. They looked about eleven. “Stay back! You have to stay back!”

“What?” said the guy who gave nary a fuck about the seal.

“SEAL Team Six is on the case,” Shabnam said. “I’m proud of these babies.”

“Boo!” Ben joined in.

“Cock-a-doodle-doo!”

“Huh?” said the seal assailant.

“You have to stay behind the cones,” said the woman, pointing to the sign.

“Evidently he doesn’t,” Ben muttered. “Where is the docent or whatever the fuck?”

“There’s a sign that says you’re not supposed to go near the seals,” the woman went on.

“I, uh, didn’t see it.”

“See what?” Ben did not roar, visibly stifling his rage. “The brightly colored sign or the giant animal?”

“Ben,” Shabnam said, putting a hand on his bare, sunscreened shoulder.

“It’s dangerous for blind people to walk on the beach unsupervised,” is what Ben did say, stepping toward the seal violator to make sure he heard it.

“Yeah, okay,” said the seal violator.

“Okay?” Ben said. “Your blind ass has done this twice now.”

“I didn’t see it, all right? Get off my case.”

“Ben—”

“Cock-a-doodle-doo!”

Ben walked in a C shape around and in front of the seal violator, then lay out his shoulder like a mischievous handful of caltrops for the seal violator to run into. The old guy bonked into Ben— a fairly big guy for his average height— and careened sideways and sprawled onto the sand like drunk starfish gnawing on Hawaiian coral. The sand made a “doof” sound followed by a spray.

“Oh, sorry,” Ben said. “I didn’t see you.”

“What the hell! Why am I on the ground?”

“Sorry, dude, I didn’t see you. I just didn’t see you, derp,” Ben said, knowing even as he did it that he was wasting some excellently expressive animation from his hands.

“Yeah!” said a woman whose bathing suit did not thing to hide her ass watching it unfold. “Laid his ass out!” And she began a round of applause that most of the crowd joined in with.

“Assault!” groaned the drunk seal violator.

“Yeah right,” said one of the eleven-year-old boys. “You weren’t watching where you were going, you drunk butthead!”

“Son!” said his dad, trying hard not to smile or laugh.

“I’m getting the police!” said the seal violator, clambering to his feet and almost falling again.

“You might want to make yourself scarce,” the dad murmured to Ben. “We’ll cover for you. He won’t find you in the water.”

Ben nodded. It was as good an excuse as any to actually swim in the ocean. What a wonderful discovery it had been that the ocean was not always freezing cold. In fact here on Mahina it was a relief, and well worth the price of admission— using sunscreen free of several very bad chemicals, and also gaining practical knowledge about respecting the ocean, its
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