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BOOKTALK
From debut author Malia Maunakea comes a sweeping fantasy
about a part-Hawaiian girl who must save her best friend and
her island from an angry fire goddess. 

Curses aren’t real. At least, that’s what twelve-year-old, part-
Hawaiian Anna Leilani Kamaʻehu thinks when she listens to her
grandmother’s folktales about sacred flowers and family
guardians. Anna’s friends back home in Colorado don’t
believe in legends, either. They’re more interested in science
and sports—real, tangible things that stand in total contrast to
Anna’s family’s embarrassing stories.

So when Anna goes back to Hawaiʻi to visit her Tūtū, she has no interest in becoming the
heir to her family’s history; she’s set on having a touristy, fun vacation. But when Anna
accidentally insults Pele the fire goddess by destroying her lehua blossom, a giant hawk
swoops in and kidnaps her best friend, and she quickly learns just how real these moʻolelo
are. In order to save her friends and family, Anna must now battle mythical creatures, team
up with demigods and talking bats, and evade the traps Pele hurls her way.

For if Anna hopes to undo the curse, she will have to dig deep into her Hawaiian roots and
learn to embrace all of who she is.

QUESTIONS FOR THE GROUP DISCUSSION

1. Describe Anna as she’s depicted in the
first part of the novel. What’s she like as a
granddaughter? As a friend? As a visitor to
Hawai’i? What makes her happy? What is
her fear?

3. In the beginning of the story, Anna
finds a postcard on the plane to Hawaiʻi.
What does this postcard symbolize or
represent? In what ways is Tūtū’s Hawaiʻi
different or similar to the Hawai’i on the
postcard?

2. What is Anna’s relationship with her
tūtū like at the beginning of the story, and
what is it like later on? What does Anna
appreciate about her tūtū? What are
examples of conflicts between them?

4. What is Kaipo like? What role does he
play in this story? How does their
relationship change over the course of the
book?
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5. Endemic species are plants or animals
that exist only in one geographic region.
Ilikea is an ʻōpeʻapeʻa, a Hawaiian hoary
bat. Why do you think the author chose a
bat as a sidekick? What other native
and/or endemic plants and animals are
included in this story?

10. Anna feels like she lives in two
cultures. What are the different cultures?
How does she feel about who she is?
How does this change throughout the
story?

6. How does the author use the 
environment to illustrate changes in place
and time as Anna travels deeper into the
forest?

7. What details helped root the setting in
Hawai’i? How are the five senses
described at different points of the story to
help the reader understand what Hawai’i
is like?

8. Anna prepares her backpack when she
decides to go into the forest on her own.
What essentials are key to pack when
going on hikes? What might Anna have
forgotten to pack that could have helped?

9. Pele, Kamapuaʻa, Poliʻahu and moʻo are
all represented in countless Hawaiian
moʻolelo (stories). In what ways did the
author keep their traditional personality
traits? How are they different in this story?
Why do you think the author chose to
make these changes?

11. Why did the author choose to make
the wind a character? What character
traits are used for Makani and how does
their relationship with Anna change
throughout the story? How does it differ
from Anna’s relationship with Ilikea?

12. Why doesn’t Tūtū help Anna in her
challenge against Pele? What does Anna
learn about herself in this journey? How
does her relationship with the environment
change, and how does this change
correlate to her different cultural
backgrounds?

13. Anna’s best friends are Kaipo and
Ridley. How are they different? How are
they similar? What could Anna do to
strengthen her relationships with them? Is
it okay to let friends go? Why are
friendships so important?

14. What does Anna’s name and her
desire to be called different things signify
in the story? Why does she struggle when
introducing herself? Do you think Anna
will go by Lei/Leilani when she goes back
to Colorado? Why or why not?
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Malia Maunakea is a part-Hawaiian writer who grew up in
the rainforest on the Big Island before moving to a valley on
Oʻahu in seventh grade. She relocated to the continent for
college, and when she isn’t writing can be found roaming the
Colorado Rocky Mountains with her husband, their two
children, and a rescue mutt named Peggy.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
1. The author included a number of songs in the book, including “Kahuli Aku, Kahuli Mai” and “Pupu,
Hinuhinu”. As a class, find these songs online and look for videos, including hula, for each of the
songs. Find out what the songs are about. Why do you think Hawaiians wrote songs about shells? Can
you think of any other songs about shells? What about other songs about nature?

2. There are a number of stories and artwork online about Hawaiian gods and goddesses. Find a story
or piece of art to explore and have a “Moʻolelo of Hawaiʻi” celebration in which you share the stories
and your reactions with the class. Two examples of artists are Solomon Enos and Herb Kāne. The
contemporary Hawaiian artist Solomon Enos explains moʻolelo behind some of his pieces in
@solomonenos on Instagram. Herb Kāne is a classic Hawaiian artist (and so much more) whose works
are featured in this story and available for viewing on his website. Have students compare and contrast
those stories with LEI. What does this book offer that the online moʻolelo donʻt? What do the online
stories offer that this book doesn’t? How do they complement each other?

3. Research hōlua, the traditional Hawaiian sleds used to surf down mountains, by checking out Tom
“Pohaku” Stone—a master craftsman in the art of he'e hōlua—and the website Papahana Kuaola. Try
constructing your own hōlua out of chopsticks (scroll down on the Papahana Kuaola Hōlua link.
Instructions are below the video).

4. The postcard Anna finds in the beginning of the story shows off an idealized version of a
place. How do you think a postcard of your town would differ from what it’s like to actually live there?
What would be shown? What would be hidden? Create or describe two postcards: one that “sells”
your town to tourists and another that shows the reality. Why might this be important to consider when
you learn about or visit other places?

5. Think of a time you didn’t fit in or didn’t feel like you were enough. What were some things others
could have done to help you in that situation? What are some things you can do the next time you
sense someone is dealing with similar feelings? What can you do the next time you feel that way?
Invite students to write a letter to Lei in which they talk about aspects of their lives in which they feel like
they might not fit in.


