
Waianae Postcard

Highway smells of dead fish. The US military behind a barbed fence. Tent 
cities along the coast, coughing. A boy watches Chicken Little on VHS. His 
father works on salvages. They live behind them, the wrecked cars, the tools. 
At the drop in the road, there are flowers and crosses. Drive too fast, the road 
dips four feet. You’ll go flying. Too slow: everyone will know you’re not from 
around here. If the mother’s shift ends at 1AM, she’ll be back by 3. Flood 
lights and muscle memory. Christmas dinner from McDonald’s, beer from 
Tamura’s. Someone else’s son dodged police around a turn, flew from the 
seat of a stolen motorcycle. Doesn’t walk anymore. Tie down walls to outlive 
storms. Stuff trash and dry grass into blown tires, light fires to keep the 
mosquitos away. Once, the neighbor’s flames took everything. Only banana 
leaves between them. Still, wild roosters loose their cries into a new day. The 
land grows fresh teeth. Someone you loved hums so close, you press a finger 
to your own lips.



Sprinting

It takes months for me to hear about the fire. 
         I’m home and finding the ashes 
for myself. Mom keeps looking back 
         to the banana leaves, thicket of tall green 
heads that held off flames spilling 
         from their neighbor’s camp. 
These same broad leaves that line the imu, 
         ovens built deep inside the earth itself. 
Those days, I was nowhere.
         I stumbled through winters too afraid 
to text back. My hands were deeply fucked,
         bleeding and useless stuffed 
in skinny jean pockets. I got drunk 
         and challenged strangers to foot races 
down the middle of iced out streets.
         I put my head down, bent under 
Elizabethan shadows, while my family went 
         homeless, pushed to the western edges 
of O‘ahu. Sergio lashed sheets of 
         corrugated metal into walls, a roof. 
When storms came, my brothers tied down 
         everything they owned. At Vassar, 
I failed and failed. On Halloween, senior year, 
         I borrowed a yellow sweatshirt, cut round 
ears from packing box cardboard, wore 
         the glasses I should have worn daily. 
I was Arthur the Aardvark and my face
         was bright red. I walked into that night 
an easy metaphor for rage, woke 
         in the hospital hooked up to an IV. 
My friends sat for hours in the waiting room 
         to drive me back home. I had a home. 
I didn’t. Eventually, the fire brought the state 
         along with it, down roads that dipped 
and sputtered with neglect. My family had to rush 
         to leave. Their own hands destroying 
what the burning could not. I was only 
         there after. I was holding the match.



Gamble

Summer in Vegas, mirage season and we 
scurry from car to casino, searing a little 
at the ears. My brothers and I are taking 
Mom to see Inside Out 2 in theaters 
on the other side of a casino because everything 
in Las Vegas is on the other side of a casino
past rows of cigarette air, gray hair, visors 
tilting toward fortunes and mechanical music 
of slots reciting their clinking promise.
Lately, the days have grown heavier 
for Mom to carry and she moves through 
each sharp new second with difficulty.
In the movie, a cast of new emotions vie 
for control over the future. But there is no
future to be won, only the hand you are
dealt and your next turn, right now. For years, 
I was barely a brother, a son. I held 
our name like a note for ransom. And still,
here I am, getting to watch them watch
a movie I have already seen and want for us
to share. Could it be this easy, making up
for lost time? Give me the hard days, the bad 
roll, luckless winters with nothing to open. 
Let me back at the table for them. Please.
Make me a man with something to lose.


