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O ka la ko luna,

o ka pahoehoe ko lalo.

The sun above, 

the smooth lava below.

 

 

Chapter 1

 

K.O. landed at Keahole Airport in Kona, Hawaii.  She loved the little airport with the landing strip carved right out of the black lava.  She descended the plane's stairway to the tarmac, and inhaled deeply.  Nothing else smelled like the Big Island.  Scents of the ocean, jet fuel and plumeria blew in the warm breeze.

She walked the fifty feet to an open-air, tree-filled courtyard.  She hit the restrooms first.  She never liked the tiny bathrooms on the noisy prop-planes, and had managed to hold it for the forty-minute flight from her home on Oahu, despite chugging three Diet Pepsis.

Much relieved, she walked the few additional feet to baggage claim--another open-air pavilion with one carousel on each side.  Progress, since the days when baggage was just tossed out onto the runway next to the plane.  Some of the other outer island airports were still like that.  She sort of missed it.

The Big Island had always been one of K.O.'s favorite places in the islands, the true antithesis to the bustling city of Honolulu.  As a Honolulu Police Officer, K.O.'s job in Records and Identification was to track data and minutiae for over a million people.  K.O. herself lived on the far side of Oahu--the lush, peaceful windward side.  

Thankfully, she had been granted a transfer, and upon her return from this working vacation, she would move with her chief clerk Selena Wade to Evidence--a move she anticipated with relish.

No security check--she hefted her large bag, and staggered toward the center curb to wait for the car rental courtesy bus.  Once out of the shade, the sun was intense, and the sky seared the eyes with its blueness.  Mauna Kea, a dormant volcano, soared above the airport, and disappeared into a greyish bank of vog-- volcanic smog--that drifted from fifty miles away at Kilauea Caldera in the shadow of Mauna Loa.

K.O. saw that more new housing had worked its way up the mountain since her visit a year ago.

The Aloha Car Rentals courtesy van pulled up with a screech, and K.O. climbed into the blessed air-conditioned comfort before the driver could assist her.  He loaded several bags for the tourists behind her.

As he pulled away from the curb and exited the small airport, he clicked on the microphone.  "Aloha, everybody, my name is Kamuela, and welcome to the Big Island.  We'll be at the Aloha Car Rentals office in just a few minutes, but if you have any questions, or if I can help out in any way, let me know."  

K.O.'s blue-green eyes met Kamuela's brown ones in the rearview mirror.  She could tell he smiled, because his eyes squinched up.  She smiled back.

The van stopped at the office, and K.O. waited only a few minutes for her economy car.  Translation:  Don't rent this car if you're over 5'10", or have more than two bags.  Fortunately, K.O.'s 5-7 fit comfortably, if not spaciously, in the driver's seat.  Her large bag fit into the trunk, but her purse and carry-on had to ride with her.

Before she pulled out of the lot, she tuned the radio to a rock station, and cranked up both the stereo and the A/C.  A short hop on the access road and she pulled out onto Highway 11, feeling like she was really on her way.

K.O. buzzed into Kona proper fifteen minutes later, and made a quick stop at the KTA grocery store for bottled water and a Snickers candy bar.

Her ultimate destination, the reason for her trip, was Hawai'i Volcanoes National Park, on the other side of the island.  She had decided to fly into Keahole airport, visit a few friends, and then enjoy the long drive to the park.  
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Marijuana plants, some over six feet tall, leafy and green, waved in the slight breeze on the slopes of Mauna Loa.  Camouflaging the pakalolo were 'ohi'a trees, maile and bougainvillea.  

A feral pig, tusks gleaming, nosed for roots at the boundary.  He bumped a thin wire, and a blast echoed in the stillness.  He screamed and ran as shotgun pellets fanned over his head, embedding in the tree trunks three feet above the ground.  All was silent again in the dappled sunlight.

Two men and a woman pushed through the trees, stepped over the wire, and continued to the far side of the field.  A small shack, roughly constructed and low to the ground, was their destination.  

"Ho, Gerald!" the woman called as she entered the shack.

"Yeah, what?" Gerald answered, as he assessed the plants.  Many were ready to harvest.

"What you t'ink of dis crop?" 

"Yeah, brah," echoed the second man.  "What you t'ink we going get for dem?"

"Tommy, relax already," Gerald said.  "I don't know.  Our job is just to cut 'em and haul 'em down da mountain.  Rudy sells, and we just sit back and relax, have some beers, and count our money."

The woman, long dark hair tied back, wearing a stained tee shirt and shorts, with hot pink rubber slippers on her feet, reappeared with three machetes.  She handed the first to Gerald, who immediately began cutting the ripe plants. 

The second she spun at the other man, who jumped out of the way.  The machete landed point-down, quivering at his feet.

"Shit, Jolene, you tryin' to kill me, or what?"

"Yeah, or what you moke.  Jus' cut."  Jolene strode to another section of the field and also began to cut.

"Such a bitch."  Tommy picked up the machete, but stood staring at Jolene.

Gerald sliced his way to the large Samoan.  "Cheez, Tommy, we nevah gonna finish, you just stand there."  A stripe of dirt crossed Gerald's forehead, and sweat ran across golden skin into his eyes.

"Gerald, you evah t'ink what it'd be like to save some plants jus' fo us?  I mean, we do alla work, alla risk, and Rudy guys, they just make all da money."

"Tommy, don' talk like dat.  You goin' get us busted.  T'ings going da way dey s'posed to.  Don't rock da boat."

Tommy's machete dangled loosely in his large hand.  His blue "Hang Loose" tee shirt stretched tightly across his gut above his sarong, a wild blue and yellow print, that covered him from belly to ankles.  He lowered his voice to a rumble.

"You ever tink about taking a little on da side?"

"What do you mean?"

"You know, we been bustin' ass for a year, and Jolene, she just hang around and make trouble.  Just t'ink about it."

"No way, brah!  You crazy?  You been smokin' dis stuff instead of jus' cuttin' it?  Jolene is Rudy's cousin, man.  We gotta watch her.  She's dangerous."

A muted thump, then Tommy pitched forward.  A machete protruded from his back, a trickle of blood dampened his tee shirt.  Jolene stood at the edge of the new growth.

Gerald's eyes grew wide.  His heart hammered.  "Oh, my God!  You kill him?  For what?  You crazy?"  His machete slithered out of his nerveless hand.

"Rudy tol' me Tommy was skimmin'.  Tol' me to take care of it.   After what I jus' heard, this seemed the best way to take care of it."  She swayed up to Gerald, snaked her arms around his neck and ran her tongue over his unresisting lips.  "Get ova it, Gerald.  Don' wimp out on me now.  On us, now.  Rudy like make you one partner."

Gerald stared at Tommy's body.  

Jolene's voice grew hard.  "Do whatever you like, but if we don' get dis crop in, we both goin be busted.  Rudy don' like it late.  We gotta dry it and get it to him for shipping."  Jolene looked down at Tommy's body in disgust.  "Da guy was such a pig.  We canna carry him down da mountain.  Shoots.  Rudy goin' be pissed off I did it here.  Now we canna use this field 'til his body gone.  Da pigs and dogs can have him."  Jolene wrenched her machete from Tommy's back, and marched back to the harvest.  Gerald picked up his machete, and slowly followed, never taking his eyes from Jolene.









 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

K.O. hoped to get her mind off her recent troubles, and the Big Island usually did the trick.  Something about the air?  The vog, probably.  She smiled to herself.  Some of her friends were really bothered by the sulphurous fumes that drifted overhead.  Not K.O.  Once she'd even hiked to the fresh lava flow, and it wasn't until an unexpected yellow cloud had completely enveloped her and the other tourists that she had felt a twinge of difficulty.  She'd just held her breath and backed out of the cloud, which was soon dissipated by a brisk wind.

She turned the tiny car onto Mamalahoa Highway, and began the ascent out of Kona toward Kainaliu and Captain Cook.  Near Keahou, she pulled into a viewpoint, got out, and drank it in.  Watercraft of all types, including a big gray battleship, dotted the distant horizon.  The sun was straight overhead, and she felt the pangs of lunchtime hunger.  Up this high, the humidity of lower Kona was absent, and a strong breeze whipped her red hair around her face.  

She was pleased with her interim assignment, a working-vacation at Hawai'i Volcanoes National Park.  At the request of the National Park Service, she had been hired to in-service park personnel in weapons, drugs, and self-defense, due to the rise in violent crimes in parks across the nation.  As far as K.O. knew, HVNP hadn't experienced this rise, but her assignment indicated that the park service was at least taking precautions.

She reapplied sunscreen, sighed contentedly, and drove on toward one of her favorite restaurants along the cliff road that wound high above Kealakekua Bay.  

K.O. had driven down the narrow, winding cut-off to the bay before.  In fact, a friend lived right on the water across from Pu'u Honua heiau--place of refuge--but she wouldn't have time to visit her on this trip.

She passed Konawaena High School and the "Little Grass Shack" of the famous song, and began the bay-front portion of the road.  

Kealakekua Bay is a large bowl.  The narrow, two-lane road curves mid-way up the side of the bowl, with steep cliffs above and below.  Locals drove on it at two speeds, it seemed to K.O.; irritatingly slow, like the macadamia nut farm truck driver in front of her, or incredibly fast, like the guy wearing dark shades in the ratty black Datsun, who passed them both, going at least fifty miles an hour.  

K.O., unfamiliar with this upper road, drove at a moderate speed, and passed the mac nut truck at a relatively wide spot, but still, she was nervous.  Hunger and relief surged through her when she spotted the dirt lot for the restaurant.  She marveled at the structures above and below the road that clung to the cliffs by the grace of God, rather than by sound construction.  Some of the buildings, including the restaurant, appeared to be at least fifty years old, but she was no judge--they could have been much older.  

As she opened the wood-framed screen door, she noticed the ratty black Datsun, or its twin, parked on the other side of the building.  

Delicious smells assaulted her as she entered.  She found a corner table and sat facing the door, as was her habit--to watch who came and went.  

First order of business, the menu.  Stashed between a small vase of flowers and the salt and pepper shakers, the laminated menu boasted an exotic mix of offerings.  K.O. salivated as she dithered between pinto bean cakes with mango salsa, or a sauteed Portobello mushroom with feta cheese, Greek olives and cous cous.

A young woman approached with a glass of ice water and smiled.  "Ready yet?"

K.O, gulped half the water.  "I think so."  Not really.  What the hell.  "I'll have the pinto bean cakes and salsa and the Portobello mushroom, and a mango iced tea."

"Okee doke.  Be right back."  And she was.  She refilled K.O.'s water and set down a large glass of fragrant tea.

As K.O. waited, she people-watched, one of her favorite pastimes.  Who looked like the ratty Datsun's driver?  A man, she thought, but it could have been that rather masculine-looking female who sat at another table with a petite, feminine woman.  I guess it could be, she mused, as she studied them.  Suddenly, the masculine one turned and caught K.O. staring.  She flipped K.O. off and scooted her chair closer to her date, putting one arm around her, and holding her hand.

Wow, she thinks I'm scoping her woman.  She's giving me some major stink-eye.  K.O., unintimidated, let her eyes rest on them a moment longer, then dismissed them, turning her chair toward the window where the beautiful mauka view of Mauna Loa rose, emerald and lush.

Her lunch arrived, and she ate every bite, savoring the exotic flavors and peaceful setting.  The only downside was that she now had no room for the passion fruit cheesecake.  Ah, another time.  

She paid her bill and waddled back to her car.  Her next stop was Ocean View, a small town reputed to be the largest subdivision in the United States.  Nestled not far from South Point, the southernmost point in the US, even south of Mexico, it boasted cheap housing, large lots, and a comparatively large Caucasian population.

As she came out of "the curves", the windiest part of the road between Kona and Hilo, right in the heart of the Ka'u Desert, she couldn't wait to see her friend Jerry. 

She passed the little road that led to the tiny fishing town of Milolii, right on the beach, and mile marker 88.  She drove through bleak acres of past lava flows, some marked as recently as the 1960's.  The road was repaved over the flow each time, she supposed, shivering at the thought of molten lava running under the road.  Or worse, streaming down the mountain toward her and over the road.  She shook her head to clear it of such thoughts, and again admired the landscape.  The Manuka Forest Preserve, where she had stopped on a previous visit to use the public restroom, and had nearly been eaten alive by mosquitoes, whipped by on her left.  

Forest, she thought.  It was true.  No grass, but trees thrust out of the tumbled, jagged lava.  Some seedlings, some forty or fifty feet tall, the beautiful 'ohi'a stretched skyward.  Slim, straight trunks, smooth barked, the branches started high up the tree, ending in bright red, bristling flowers.

She turned off the main highway at Aloha Drive, and continued diagonally up the mountain toward Jerry's house.  The higher she went, the more tropical the vegetation became.  Although Ocean View was considered a subdivision, it had none of the trappings of a traditional development.  No streetlights.  No sidewalks.  No park.  She'd heard one was planned, but when she had passed the site a year ago, no ground had been broken.  She supposed it was still like that--Hawaiian time dictated the pace.

She stopped in the middle of the little-used road to consult her map.  No shoulder existed, just paved road, bordered by heaps of a'a lava, sharp and black, mixed with swirls of smooth paho'eho'e lava--nowhere to pull off, even if she wanted to.

True, the subdivision was a grid, but some Einstein had decided to cant the grid on the diagonal, with occasional up-down streets, like a pan of baklava slices--confusing to the visitor, to say the least.

Aha.  She had passed the direct road, but if she went up the next, Paradise Parkway, she could find it.  To add to the navigational nightmare were the circles.  Dotted throughout the grid were roads that circled an intersection of two roads.  Jerry lived on one such circle.  

Rats, she should have written specific directions when she'd confirmed her visit by phone.  She had been sure then that she could find it by sight, but now, driving among identical piles of lava too high to see over or around, she wasn't so sure.  She continued up Paradise Parkway, hoping to see something familiar.  The terrain changed again from tropical to bleak, and the road dead-ended at the back of the Forest Preserve.  She tried Outrigger Drive, pitted and unpaved, but it went up instead of down.  Fog swirled around the car and she could see only a few feet past the windshield.  She felt all alone at the top of the world.  Mist stuck to the glass, and wipers were useless.  She rolled down her window and stuck her head out.  It was so silent up here!  The mist opened up briefly, and she gasped in dismay as a virtual moonscape spread before her.  

I'd rather have the mist than look at that, she thought.  Craters and mounds of lava, but not a sign of life; not even the hardy 'ohi'a.  She searched unsuccessfully for a wide place to turn around, then decided to inch the car in a three-point turn, rather than continue in the wrong direction.  She couldn't read the street signs in the mist, anyway, even when there was one.

All I need is to drive off the road and pop a tire, or worse, break an axle, she thought.  Sweat broke out on her forehead, and she grasped the wheel tightly as she edged toward sharp rock.  She felt the front curb guard scrape, and stepped on the brake.  Reversing, she again stuck her head out the window and carefully accelerated.

"Hey, what you doing here?" a deep male voice asked, about a foot from K.O.'s head.

Thoroughly startled, K.O. pressed the gas pedal, and lurched off the road into the lava.  The engine stalled.  One side of the car sank, and in panic, she thought she had surely ruptured a tire on the razor-sharp rock.

Trapped in the car, K.O. watched a figure loom toward her out of the mist.  She twisted the key in the ignition.  Nothing.  She quickly pressed the raise window button, but nothing happened.  The figure drew closer, and she frantically pressed again and again.  The man put his hands on her open window frame and leaned in.

"So, you lost or what?" asked a nice-looking local man in a stained tee shirt and shorts.

K.O. caught her breath, and strained to think defensively and speak at the same time.  "Yes, I am.  A little.  I'm trying to find my friend's house on Orchid, and I know I'm way too high."

"Yeah, you got that right."  His golden skin looked sallow in the mist.  In the low light, his slanted eyes and dark brows took on an evil cast as he eyed her slight frame.  "You got a map or anyt'ing?"

"Um.  Yes, right here."  K.O. didn't want to turn away from him, but had to, in order to find the map.  She glanced at the passenger seat.  To her dismay, the map had slithered to the floor.  She would be completely vulnerable when she reached for it.  K.O. felt extremely haole at that moment.  Usually, even in her work as a police officer, her race--her "whiteness"--didn't matter.  Here, alone at the top of a volcano with a strange local man, she felt stirrings of--if not fear--at least, keen awareness of the chasm between Hawaiians and other races.

A dog barked nearby, and suddenly a large poi dog, a mongrel, poked dirty forepaws between the man's hands on the window, and the spell was broken.

"Hey, Hoku, you all dirty.  Where you been?"  The man pulled back from the window, and ruffled the dog's shaggy, black and white head.  K.O. took that moment to grab the map.  She realized that in her earlier panic, she had turned the engine off instead of on.  She restarted the car. 

"Here you go, sir.  I really appreciate your help."  K.O. handed him the map.

"Yeah, sure.  No prob."  He took the map and pointed with a dirt-encrusted finger to a section of streets.  "'Kay, den.  You here.  You gotta go here."  His finger trailed a simple line down Bamboo Lane and over Palm to Orchid.  He mentioned a couple of landmarks to help K.O. find her way.

"Thanks a lot.  I appreciate this.  It's like the moon up here."  At his look, she added, "But beautiful.  Just isolated."

"We like it that way.  That's why we live here."  His tone was chillier.

"Yes, well.  I'd better be going.  I'm late as it is.  Jerry's expecting me.  Thanks again."

"Jerry?  Da kine on Orchid Circle?  That's your friend?"  He was smiling now.

K.O. smiled slightly.  "Yes, we've been friends for years.  I knew him when he lived in Honolulu."

"Why didn't you say so?  I just thought you were some lolo tourist!  Jerry's friend.  How 'bout that?  Here, I give you a shove."  He crossed in front of the car.

Oh, no.  In her desire to escape, she had forgotten the tire.  She leaned out again.

"Excuse me, but do I have a flat?"

"Nah, nah, nah, nah."  He flapped his hands dismissing the idea.  "Just in one hole.  Step on the gas little bit, and I push."

Relief flooded K.O.  She gently tapped the gas pedal,  felt the tires grab and bump back onto the hardpack.  She leaned out again.  "Hey, thanks brah.  I really mean it!"

"Anytime!  What's your name, Jerry's friend?"  He waved as she began to drive off.

"K.O.!" she shouted.  "What's yours?"

"Darryl!" she thought he said.  Maybe Gerald, Merrill?  Anyway, nice guy.  A lifesaver, in fact.  









 

 

 

Chapter 3 

 

Jolene and Gerald finished the messy, exhausting job of cutting the pakalolo, carrying it to the truck, and hauling it to the drying station in a lava tube. 

"Gerald?  Gerald!"  Jolene's voice, sharp and demanding, echoed through the tube.  "Gerald, come look."

Gerald finished spreading mature plants across drying racks to his satisfaction, then joined Jolene in the second section of the tube.

Jolene had told Gerald how she had found this cave when she began working for her cousin Rudy.  He knew her family had lived in Pahala and hunted the lands between there and Hawai'i Volcanoes National Park, so she was familiar with the terrain, and nothing met her current need.  On a scouting trip outside her regular area, she had chanced upon this tube.  Of varying sizes and mostly underground, lava tubes made perfect pre-fab homes for a variety of creatures, and she had marked it as a potential hiding place.  

Since Tommy's sudden demise, the previous growing site was no longer viable, and she had already begun a seedling crop in the back portion of the tube.  These plants were what now held her attention.

"Gerald.  Why aren't these plants doing better?"  Jolene stood, hands on hips, critically eyeing the young plants.  Today she wore a print mini-dress, and her usual hot pink rubber slippers.  Her hair hung down her slim back in a single dark braid.

Gerald squatted and poked a finger into the beds of transplanted soil, examined the Gro-lights, and felt the leaf texture.  He stood and clapped the dirt from his hands.

"Different reasons.  We have to make the growing conditions consistent.  Some plants is too dry, others too wet.  The Gro-lights hitting some plants more than others.  Come on, I'll show you what to do."  

For the next few hours, Gerald directed Jolene, and they drilled more drain holes in the large tubs of soil, adjusted lamps and watered plants.  

All the water had to be carried in, since there were no water pipes to tap in this remote area.  Rainfall was plentiful, but Jolene thought a catchment system would be visible from outside the tube, so she'd nixed that idea, saying she would rather haul the water herself.  Some rainfall naturally seeped into the tube, and that was part of the problem.  Solar powered Gro-lights with electrical lines snaking through puddles of water across the solid rock floor--smooth as poured concrete -- gave inconsistent light and warmth.  Gerald pounded hooks into the lava walls and hung as many lines as he could.  Although at times the walls were wet too, this was the best solution he could offer. 

Exhausted, Gerald and Jolene sat against the cold walls and drank Hawaiian Sun juice from her cooler.

"Now what?" Jolene demanded, once they'd rested a bit.

"What, what?" 

"Babooze," she muttered.  "Is it ready?  Are we pau?"

"Yeah, we're done.  For now.  I real had it."  He sighed.

"I'm tired too, but I'm ready to do whatever's necessary to keep this going."  She gestured around her.

Gerald saw her set jaw and tensed form.  "I going home.  You just gotta watch the plants.  I bring da kine tomorrow."

"What da kine?"  Jolene sounded even more irritated.

"Plant thermometers.  You stick 'em in the dirt, and they say like, how much water, how hot the plant.  Like dat.  So you don't over water or under water.  Once you see how much water and light is best, we can make a system where we don't have to be here alla time."

"You so poho."

"I lazy!  Look what I wen' did fo' you?  I work my ass off!"  Gerald's pidgin intensified.  "You stupid, or what?  You here every day, somebody goin' notice, bum bye, and you no like be here if dat happens, yeah?"  Gerald stood.  "Okay, dey find da plants, das one t'ing, but dey find you, das one noddah t'ing 'cause den dey find Rudy, and you dead fo' real!"  

Jolene slowly stood.  She brushed her dress off, snugged it down around her hips and walked to the cave entrance.  "You're right."  She stepped into the undergrowth and disappeared.

Gerald, still panting from his outburst, wondered if he'd just made a big mistake.


 


 









 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

K.O. drove her mini-rental car into Jerry's gravel drive.  His small, square, green house sat facing the road, with the tumbled rock of the mountain rising behind it, ready to roll down and crush it at any moment.

She stepped past a row of old, red velvet-covered theatre seats on her way to the door.  No response to her knock.  She was late.  Maybe he'd gone to the store; a small general store, post office, and a few other small businesses clustered along the road at the bottom of the development.  That was always an adventure in Ocean View.  However, any real shopping had to be done in Captain Cook, a forty-five minute drive west, or Kona, even farther.  The only mall on the island was ninety miles east in Hilo.  Serious shoppers did not live here.

K.O. went around the house and found Jerry--standing on his head, silent, and absolutely naked.  

"Ho, Jerry, this some special welcome for me?" K.O. hollered.

Jerry opened his eyes, jumped to his feet and embraced her, oblivious to the sharp lava under his feet.  

K.O. laughed and hugged him tight, not bothered in the slightest by his nakedness.  His familiar smile warmed her as he wrapped flowered fabric around his hips.  They sat on the edge of the deck, more like a wood patio, and she studied him.

More than a year had passed since she'd seen him.  In his forties, but refusing to say where, he still
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