A guide for reading groups and individuals who are interested in examining and
discussing the stories found in Calabash
Stories.
The discussion prompts are general in
nature and do not require familiarity
with Hawaii, its cultures, or history.
Educators should look at the Educators
Guide to Calabash Stories for curricula,
activities, and discussions more suited to
a classroom setting.

READERS’
GUIDE

© 2021 Jeffrey J. Higa

Readers’ Guide to Calabash Stories

The Shadow Artist (pp. 1–10)
1. The Shadow Artist is never named in the story. What do you think of that choice?
How do you feel about not knowing the main character’s “real” name? Does it add to
the characterization of the main character or detract from it?
2. This story can also be seen as a struggle between the old ways (silhouettes) and the
introduction of new technologies (photography). How does the Shadow Artist’s
outdated skills help him with his final mission? If he had adopted photography,
would he have been able to accomplish what he did?
3. The Shadow Artist could have continued his daily chores during and after the strike.
Yet, he makes a conscious decision to get involved. What do you think are his
motivations and why does he do it?
4. At one point, the Shadow Artist excuses himself to “complete his own shadow.” What
does he mean by that?
5. Why does the Shadow Artist feel the way he does at the end? Is it what you expected?
How would you have written a different ending?

A note from the author:

I used to work at Hawaii’s Plantation Village, a historic homes museum that attempts to
recreate Hawaii’s plantation era. One day, I was looking through some documents from the
early 1900’s when I ran across an old newspaper. I don’t remember the publisher, but I do
remember a small section on the front page that mentioned the deaths of two union
members. Instead of pictures of the members, two silhouettes were presented, facing each
other as if in conversation. That was the genesis of this story.
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Christmas Stories (pp. 11–25)
1. Christmas Stories is an American story and an immigrant story. It is told from the
second-generation (first American generation) narrator’s point of view. The
differences between the parents’ Japanese immigrant generation and Masa’s American
generation are mentioned in the story. What are some of those differences and how
do they mirror those in your family or history?
2. How does Masa change through his interaction with Walter?
3. Masa spends much of his time observing his father and his interactions with the
world. How do his ideas about his father and his father’s generation change in the
course of the story?
4. This story is also a juxtaposition of cultures and class. How do these cultural and class
differences set-up conflicts in the story?
5. What is really exchanged in this story?
6. How did you feel about the ending? Was it satisfying? Realistic? How would you have
changed the ending?

A note from the author:

I wrote this story while living in St. Louis, Missouri. There had been a white Christmas that
year but now, a week later, the snow had mostly melted. Everywhere I looked I saw scraggly
patches of dead grass, large puddles of mud, and everyone’s discarded Christmas trees at the
curb waiting for trash pickup. Seeing all those dead trees made me think, “I wonder what my
grandfather would have thought about all these dead trees.”
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Trading Heroes (pp. 27–36)
1. Early in the story we are introduced to Jimmy and his differences with the narrator.
The two boys are really different yet remain friends. Is Jimmy a good companion for
our narrator? Why or why not? Do you have a good friend who is very different from
yourself?
2. The story talks a lot about trades and exchanges. If baseball cards are the currency,
what is being traded in the story?
3. The word “heroes” is mentioned in the title of the story. What are the different kind
of heroes in this story and who are they?
4. At one point, the narrator stops being a shortstop and starts training for first base.
What is he achieving through the switch.
5. Towards, the end, Jimmy poses a question to the narrator that gets picked up later in
the final sentence of the story. Do you think the narrator answered Jimmy’s question
correctly? How would you have answered that question and why?

A note from the author:

This story is closest to a “true” story in the collection. I did grow up a military brat and I am
still friends with Jimmy (I didn’t even change his name). He has since left the mortgage
business and although we have never talked about it, I think he found the finance world too
boring with not enough joie de vivre for him. He is now a motivational speaker and
promoter of kids’ fitness and wellness events across the Midwest.
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Lost Boys (pp. 37–47)
1. Chicken Charlie is introduced as a purveyor of fried chicken before the advent of
franchises. Were there Chicken Charlie-like characters in your community when you
were growing up? What did they specialize in and how does it compare to the options
available now?
2. Women play a pivotal role in this story at certain times. Who are these women and
how do they change the lives of the characters in the story?
3. Chicken Charlie’s son, Chick, becomes enamored with chicken fighting and its
combatants. Why do you suppose he takes to the lifestyle?
4. The children feel very protective toward Chick and construct elaborate stories for
him. Why do you think they do that?
5. The authorities believe they know what happened to Chick which is different from
what the children believe. What do you believe became of him?

A note from the author:

In this story, I tried to remember what liberties I would have taken as a young boy in a
community run only by my peers. Personal hygiene, I’m sure, would have taken a back seat
to practically everything else. Then I remembered one summer during scout camp, when a
fellow camper woke up to find a cockroach in his ear, eating his earwax. Somehow, all of that
wound up in this story.
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The Icebox Stay Coming (pp. 49–59)
1. In the beginning of the story, the reader is introduced to the Japanese concept of
bachi, which the narrator calls a “more virulent form of fate.” How does bachi end up
playing out in the neighborhood?
2. After the grandmother gets her icebox and fixes her porch, the neighbors start making
changes to their houses also. Why do they do that?
3. On one level, the story suggests that a new technology changes an entire
neighborhood. What technology in your lifetime has fundamentally changed the way
you interact with the world?
4. Near the end, the narrator/grandson, questions his grandmother about the obvious
solution: making the door wider. Her response is that he “never learn nothing.” What
lesson(s) did he miss?
5. At the end of the story, the narrator talks about future doorways in the neighborhood.
The grandmother also alters an aphorism about opportunity. What are they implying
about the whole experience?

A note from the author:

Growing up, my grandmother had all manner of furniture on her covered lanai in the front
of her house. She had a couch, an armoire, a dresser, and a refrigerator that blocked one of
the doors. Our neighbors also, kept all kinds of things in front of their house. I never
thought any of that was strange until I moved from Hawaii and rented my first house on the
mainland. There, when I wanted to move the washer and dryer units outside, my roommates
informed me that “no one does that.”
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Relievers (pp. 61–76)
1. Coach Ho, the boys’ last coach, spends his time letting the kids play whatever
position they want and seemingly daydreaming during the games. Why does he do
that? What is he thinking about?
2. Julie, or Mrs. Dawkins, the youngest mom on the team, is hated by her son but
adored by the rest of the boys on the team. What is going on in that situation?
3. Ostensibly, this story presents as a story about baseball. Is it really? What other stories
surround the tale of this baseball team?
4. Toward the end, we learn that the grandmother is lactose intolerant through a
conversation with a representative of 7-Eleven. What does she mean when she says,
“If he doesn’t understand why people like free stuff, I can’t help him.” (page 74)
5. The story is presented by several different narrators. Why did the author make that
choice? What advantages does it offer the reader?
6. Lefty, the grandson, presents himself and his teammates as “losers.” Even the
grandmother calls them that. Are they really losers? Have they changed into
“winners” by the end of the story?

A note from the author:

The 7-Eleven at the corner of Kuakini Street and Nuuanu Avenue used to be a family-owned
gas station and convenience store. It was where my grandmother used to send us if she
needed something like milk, mochi, or matches. When that gas station closed and the 7Eleven went up, she refused to send us there and would make us take the long walk to Chun
Hoon Supermarket. Rather than blame her, however, I just inherited her hatred of 7-Eleven
for forcing me to walk the extra way.
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The Summer of Miracles and Lies (pp. 77–101)
1. Death and guilt surround the narrator of this story. He tries to deal with his feelings
in several different ways. What does he try and how successful is he? Did you ever
experience the death of a peer, classmate, or friend when you were a child?
2. Many theories are proposed about Calamansi’s past and his relationship to the
narrator’s family on the lane. We never really learn any of the “real” story, however.
Were you frustrated by this choice, or is the “real” story not important?
3. The army blanket is introduced early in the story and is mentioned or seen
throughout, including the end. How did the narrator initially receive the blanket and
how is it exchanged throughout the story? What do you think the blanket symbolizes?
4. After Christopher’s death, on pages 98-99 there is a long paragraph that is one
continuous sentence. Why do you think the author made this choice? How does it
add or detract from the events that happen in that paragraph?
5. At the end of the story, Calamansi and the narrator go to the beach. Calamansi claims
to be a man of few words, so what is he trying to do in this final scene? Can you put
into words what he is trying to say to the boy?

A note from the author:

A question I often ask children (even freshman college students when I was teaching) was
their first memory of injustice. More often than not, their memories focus on being unjustly
accused by a sibling or parent for some minor infraction. But every so often, a child will
recount an event so profound that it still resonates with them today. This story grew out of
my first memory of injustice.
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Us Guys and the Devil (pp. 103–113)
1. Early in the story, air conditioning is presented in a couple of different ways. Growing
up, how did you or your family manage to partake or enjoy luxuries that they
couldn’t afford?
2. The Devil is mentioned but is never given an actual “real” name. How does this shape
the children’s image of him?
3. The children spend part of their summer building “versicolor shacks” along the
stream in their neighborhood. What do these clubhouses represent and how do the
fate of these structures mirror what eventually happens to the neighborhood?
4. This story is an example of the loss of a community. What communities have been lost
in your life and what replaced those communities?
5. At the end, the narrator describes the ultimate transformation of the community and
what remains. How does the narrator feel about this change? What language or words
indicate the narrator’s feelings?

A note from the author:

On muggy Hawaiian nights in the 1960’s and 70’s, when sitting outside on the porch steps
provided no relief, Grandma would make us put on shirts and slippers and we would take
the bus to Sears. There, we would lounge around in the furniture section and bask in the
chill of the Sears & Roebuck’s air conditioning system. Later, if we were good, she would
buy us a treat from the Woolworth’s fountain.
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Wooing Elizabeth (pp. 115–141)
1. The story revolves around romantic pursuits. There are many similarities between our
narrator’s pursuit of Sara and Uncle Mike’s pursuit of Aunt Elizabeth. What are those
similarities and how are the two pursuits different?
2. Both Sara and Aunt Elizabeth have characteristics that would drive most people away.
Why do you think those characteristics work for the narrator and Uncle Mike?
3. Throughout the story, the narrator becomes more embroiled in Uncle Mike’s
schemes. How does their history together explain their current relationship? How
does the narrator really feel about being drawn into his uncle’s plans?
4. “Wooing Elizabeth” is a story told from a boy’s point of view looking back at his
childhood. He introduces his Aunt Elizabeth as the “most grown-up person” he
knew. What does he mean by that? Did you have a “most grown-up” (perhaps
childless) relative like Aunt Elizabeth?
5. At the end of the story, Uncle Mike and Aunt Elizabeth are alone in the cab. Where
do you think their relationship is headed?

A note from the author:

The defunct museum mentioned in this story, the Hawaiian Wax Museum, was an actual
attraction in Waikiki. It opened in 1965 in the heart of Waikiki and featured scenes from
Hawaiian history. All the figures I mentioned in the story (i.e., the Kamehamehas, topless
maidens, Don Ho, Duke Kahanamoku, even the dancing whalers) populated the museum
exhibits. The museum closed and auctioned off their wax figures. I think Kamehameha the
Great went to another wax museum but I’m not sure what happened to the rest.
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