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A Lauhala Family
 CHAPTER 1 

anea Mitchell lay in bed, pretending to sleep, 
while her big sister, Mary Lou, got ready. School 

was finally in session again after the Pearl Harbor attacks, 
and Mary Lou was going early to hang up “Welcome Back” 
banners at McKinley High.

After she finished her hair, Mary Lou grabbed the knit-
ting bag she carried everywhere these days. She tiptoed out 
of their shared room as if she thought Nanea was asleep.

Nanea shifted, hugging her knees to her chest. She’d 
hardly slept the night before. It was finally February 
second, and until a few days ago, she had been so eager 
for this morning to come. Going back to school meant 
forgetting about blackouts and curfews and air-raid drills. 
Sitting in Miss Smith’s classroom at Lunalilo Elementary, 
Nanea would be surrounded by friends and would get lost 
in spelling bees and flash cards and her teacher’s lively 
stories. It was going to be wonderful.

But then everything changed. The Three Kittens—
Nanea and her two best friends, Lily Suda and Donna 
Hill—were split apart. The military government had been 
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of their friends. Her family was so proud of Nanea for 
organizing a bottle drive for the Red Cross. The girls had 
collected over a thousand bottles so far. They’d had their 
picture taken for the newspaper, and Nanea had even been 
interviewed by Miss Gwenfread Allen, a real reporter. 

Nanea had smiled big for the newspaper photo, which 
had been taken the day before Donna left. Now when 
she looked at the picture, Nanea couldn’t think about the 
bottle drive. She could only think of how much she missed 
Donna. Mele thumped her tail on the bed.

“Okay, I’ll read it to you again,” Nanea said.

I recently had the pleasure of conversing with Miss Alice 
Nanea Mitchell—who goes by her Hawaiian name, Nanea—a 
poised and thoughtful young lady. Though Nanea was shy about 
taking credit, her friends assured me that she was the brains 
behind the highly successful bottle drive to benefit the Red Cross 
blood center. She says she was inspired by her brother’s work  
in the hospital in the days after the attacks, when he delivered 
bottles of blood to those in critical need. When she learned that 
Honolulu was long on blood donors but short on bottles, Nanea 
sprang to action. 

Despite her accomplishments, this young lady confesses to 
losing sleep most nights. Each time she heads to her family’s 
air-raid shelter, she wonders if it’s the real McCoy. She and her 

in charge since the attack on Pearl Harbor, and it decided 
people like Donna and her mom were “nonessential civil-
ians.” They weren’t directly helping the war effort, so they 
had to leave the island. Last Friday, Nanea and Lily had 
gone to the pier to say a final good-bye to Donna and her 
mother before they sailed off to San Francisco.

Nanea sighed heavily. Her dog, Mele, who had been 
sleeping on the floor next to her bed, stood on her hind 
legs to peer over the edge of the mattress. Nanea pulled 
back her quilt and patted the bed. Mele hopped up and 
snuggled against Nanea’s side.

Nanea held her close, breathing in her doggy smell. 
Mele had gone missing after the attacks, and for two long 
weeks, Nanea had searched high and low for her. Since 
they’d been reunited, Mele didn’t like to let Nanea out of 
her sight. That was just fine with Nanea.

“I couldn’t stand to lose you again,” Nanea said, giving 
the dog a squeeze as she remembered that awful time. 

Mele shifted, and a newspaper 
clipping fell from the nightstand 
onto the bed. It was from yester-
day’s paper.

Nanea picked it up and 
studied the picture of herself 

with Lily and Donna and a group 
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David stepped into the room. “Shove over,” he said.
Nanea made room for him on the edge of the mattress.
“You don’t have to tell me,” he said. “But does it have 

something to do with that?” He pointed at the article.
“I know it’s an honor to be in the paper,” Nanea started. 

Papa was so proud that he’d sent a copy of the article to 
Nanea’s grandparents in Oregon.

“But?” David prompted.
“But it’s like Miss Allen said. Too many things have 

changed.” Nanea thought about how her island life used 
to be full of picnics at the beach, fishing with Papa, and 
playing outside in the long evening shadows. Now there 
was war. She couldn’t stop the tear that trickled down her 
cheek. “The beaches are blocked by barbed wire. Papa’s 
working all the time so we never go fishing anymore. 
We all have to sit in the dark night after night during the 
blackouts. One of my best friends is gone, and the other 
one . . .” Nanea’s voice trailed off. 

“What?” David asked.
Nanea leaned against David’s strong shoulder, breath-

ing in his familiar smell of Old Spice. “Lily and I were 
walking home from Mrs. Lin’s crack seed shop yesterday 
when someone yelled something not very nice at Lily—”

“—because she’s Japanese.” David finished Nanea’s 
sentence for her. 

friends long for the return of their carefree island days. Days 
filled with jacks and jump rope and bike rides to the beach. Days 
where one’s biggest concern was what flavor shave ice to order. 
While the war has required that we all make sacrifices, those 
paying the dearest price are our children.

Miss Allen’s last words reminded Nanea again of how 
much she had given up, including one of her best friends. 
How could she go to school without Donna? She wished 
Papa were home so she could talk to him. He always made 
her feel better. But he was working another double shift at 
the Pearl Harbor shipyard. 

Mele licked Nanea’s face.
“I know. It’s time to get up.” Nanea placed the news-

paper clipping back on her nightstand and dragged herself 
out of bed. She pulled on a school dress. It was red with 
blue trim. Blue was Donna’s favorite color. Nanea sat back 
down on her bed, thinking about Donna.

Nanea’s seventeen-year-old brother, David, stuck his 
head through the doorway. “Breakfast is about ready,” he 
announced. Then he looked at Nanea’s face. “What’s up, 
Monkey?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Nanea answered, even though she did 
know. She was afraid if she told David, she’d start crying. 
And if she started, she might not stop!
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Nanea returned the basket to the dresser. “What?” 
“Mom is going to fuss if we aren’t at the breakfast table 

right away.” He smiled his movie-star smile at her, tapping 
the door frame as he left the room.

Nanea clipped a barrette in her hair. “I guess I could 
manage a little something for breakfast,” she said to Mele. 
“And I know you can always eat.” She picked up her dog 
and cuddled her close. Nanea tried not to miss Donna, but 
it was impossible. Her friend was as much a part of the 
weaving of her life as Mele was. 

Nanea nodded. “There are too many problems. And all 
of them are too big.”

David’s shirt was damp with Nanea’s tears. “Monkey, 
I wish I could say that everything will get better soon. But 
nobody knows when this war will end.” He tapped her 
gently on the arm. “There is one thing I can tell you for 
sure.”

Nanea tipped her head up to look into David’s face. 
“What?” she asked, doubtfully. Her brother’s Hawaiian 
name was Kekoa, which meant brave and strong. But not 
even David was strong enough to make the war stop. 

“You don’t have to face this alone. Your ‘ohana, your 
family, is here with you,” he said. Then he picked up the 
small lauhala basket full of barrettes that Nanea kept on the 
dresser. “Think about this basket. One hala leaf is woven 
with another and another. Together, the leaves create 
something strong and sturdy. Just like our ‘ohana.” 

Nanea reached for the basket and turned it around in 
her hands, thinking about how her mom and dad, brother 
and sister, and grandparents were part of the weaving of 
her life. 

“We all have to work together to win this war.” David 
stood up. “The more everyone helps, the sooner things 
can get back to normal. I can tell you one more thing for 
certain.” 
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To read the rest of Nanea: Hula for the Home Front,  
and more of Nanea’s stories, visit your favorite  

bookseller or an American Girl store.
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