SANTAS CORVETTE BY SUNNY WEEKS

Nothing says Christmas like traveling over to my grandparents’ Kauai
home. Though it was no gingerbread house, my Christmas had just as many
traditions as any storybook family — everything from the red poke to the ar-
tificial Christmas tree.

Numerous rubber slippers piled up outside the front door while their
owners talked story with family members inside. Like a magnetic attrac-
tion, visitors were almost always drawn to the dining room table. The
turkey, white rice cake, sushi, chicken, Chinese noodles and usually more
than one white rice cooker lay across the picnic tablecloth. The entire fam-
ily lined up with their paper plates and plastic forks, waiting for their turn
at helping themselves to the local feast.

The first food to disappear from the table was always my grandma’s
fried rice, usually devoured by the grandchildren as soon as the bowl
touched the table. Last year, every single grain of rice was gone before I
even knew the food had been set. As young grandchildren, we all looked
very similar. Dark hair, big brown eyes, dark skin and dirty clothing from
the day’s play. We little Menehune have grown up now, but the memory of
our curiosity still echoes throughout my grandparents’ house. Like every
child on Christmas Eve, we were looking for the holiday spirit—the spirit
that brought us delicate paper-wrapped gifts. The man who skipped
through the front door, a red bag slouched over his back and a cotton beard
tied around his ears. He wore a dusty red coat that only came out of the attic
once a year. He was the reason we little ones looked forward to the family
Christmas party. If it were not for him, we would have stayed in bed wait-
ing for Christmas morning.

During those eatly years, Santa would hand us our one early gift while
we stood gazing at the sight of this big man. Imagine my disappointment,
after years passed, when I recognized Santa as my own father. My three
cousins knew exactly who he was; after all, for most of us, he was the tallest
person we had ever seen, standing at 6-foot-4. The magic was all gone now.
Santa was an imposter, and all we wanted to do was collect our present and
take our leave. Though the last spark of Christmas spirit seemed to flicker
out, I did witness a little more magic a few years later.

Having grown up a bit, we needed something to look forward to now
that we were no longer waiting up for Santa. We were now “sophisticated”
elementary scholars, capable of a sneaky plan. We knew we could outsmart
grandma by finding out who Santa was before he even got into his cos-
tume, and we were determined to prove it.

Days before the big night, we planned our positions and duties care-
fully while we gobbled down cheese balls and Pepsi. We would dress in
black, draw maps of the house, synchronize our watches and listen care-
fully to adult conversation for any trace of the secret Santa. We were proud
to call ourselves the family’s best spies.

This particular year was one of the last years before I “retired” from
my lifelong spy duties. My cousins and I were growing up, and it was our
time to show the younger ones exactly how to plan everything (even though
we never actually succeeded).

It was around 7:30, and we cousins sat in our positions around the
house, analyzing every movement that went on among the adults.

Nothing seemed too peculiar, until Toby, the eldest of the 11 grand-
children, disappeared. It took a few minutes to gather the pack because the
younger ones had drifted away from their posts for reasons of an overfilled
bladder or a dessert-craving tummy.

We were certain that our missing cousin was this year’s Santa imper-
sonator. The team met up in the playroom, completely thrilled that we had
outsmarted my grandma, mother of five children and grandmother (at the
time) of 11. The time was coming for us to sing our Christmas carols and
give “Santa” the signal to grace us with his presents.

Together, we walked down the hallway and into the living room.

To our horror, Toby came through the front door, wearing his jeans
and T-shirt.

“Hey, everyone!” my cousin yelled throughout the house. “I just got
off the phone with my friend! He says that Santa is right down the street!
If we sing loud enough, maybe he'll hear us!”

While the ukuleles started to play and the relatives began with Silent
Night, the little spies looked at each other, jaws dropped to the tile floor.
We gave up too soon. Our own grandma had outsmarted us. I looked
around at my cousins, who smiled at me, disappointment hidden behind
their teeth. There was nothing to do but wait for next year.

The caroling went by quickly. We were still in a state of shock. When
Santa finally came, we saw that it was someone we did not even know. The
tension settled as we collected our gifts, one by one, faking smiles for the
family cameras. Santa left, and the party resumed to its usual chatting.

I withdrew from the festivities to get a breath of fresh air, grabbing a
candy cane on my way out. The sky was cool and the night black. I climbed
on my grandmass old plastic playhouse and gazed up at the heavens. The
stars seemed to laugh at me for my idiocy. Christmas was almost over. I
knew that it would only seem like seconds before I would be tucked into
bed to wait for Christmas morning. The party was almost over, and I had
wasted all that good spy work. As I sulked in self-pity at my failure as a spy,
in the darkness I could barely make out a man whistling as he walked down
the street. He pulled out his keys and unlocked his car with an automatic
remote. As he climbed into the car, under the streetlight, I could see he was
wearing a bright red suit, a white beard and rubber slippers. The Christmas
magic I thought had flicked out revealed itself to me one last time, as Santa

drove off in his red Corvette. D

Grandma’s famous fried rice recipe is available at
www.ediblehawaiianislands.com
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