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When you set out to write a third story detailing 
the relationship between parent and child, what 
led you to set it in Hawai‘i? What came first, the 
idea for the setting or the idea for the story? And 
do you have a personal connection to Hawai‘i?

Before choosing a setting for books in this series, I think about 
the role of a family member in raising a child. I talk to moth-
ers, fathers, or grandmothers. How is a mother’s love different 
from a father’s? Or a grandmother’s? What gifts does this family 
member offer a beloved child? Competence? Confidence? Con-
nection? These conversations ramble around in my mind for a 
long while; sometimes for as long as 7 years! In the case of 
Grandma, I also thought about my own childhood and what my 
grandma gave to me. I finally decided that the special contribu-
tion of a grandmother includes: connecting generations, pass-
ing along family traditions and stories, connecting a child to the 
earth, and celebrating a child’s delightful, beautiful self. Next, 
I searched for a traditional culture and special place that would 
breathe life into these ideas. The choice of a culture and place is 
never slight, but the discovery is sometimes a happy accident.

With each book in the “our big family” series, 
you’ve placed the characters in locations that 
for most of us are far away and often shrouded 
by a magical aura of mystery and beauty. What 
does this do for the books, in your view?

Most of us have impressions of many parts of the world, but I 
try to dig deeper and find the “essence” of a place and culture. 
Then I write a story that celebrates the things that are different, 
and the things that are the same, between us all. I believe my 
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particular gift as an author is to serve as a bridge. I can never 
be an expert on any culture that is not my own. But I happen 
to be good at finding common ground between my culture and 
another, in a way that is respectful to both. While each book 
stands on its own, I hope the series demonstrates that we are, 
indeed, a big family.

How much research did you have to do for this 
book?

In general, my research begins with analyzing the role of a fam-
ily member. Once I’ve identified the characteristics and the place 
and culture, I dig deeper. I buy books that tell me about a culture 
and place, along with maps, dictionaries, historical, and auto-
biographical accounts. I try to absorb the spirit of a place and 
culture through its art and music, so I surround my studio with 
these things. But I don’t want my stories to be about a place, 
culture, or family member. I want them to focus on a particular 
child—in this case, Beautiful—so that when I write the story, 
I allow her voice to take over. While it’s too great a burden for 
a single book or a single child to carry the whole weight of a 
culture and place, it is possible for a single child to tell her sto-
ry. When one writes about a culture other than their own, it’s 
important to understand one’s limitations, so I find an expert 
reader—someone who’s an academic expert and also native to 
the culture—to ensure that my text is accurate and respectful in 
every way. Overall, I try to make sure that each book accurately 
portrays a culture in spirit and detail, understanding that these 
things will allow a child to absorb the very essence of a culture, 
whether he consciously knows it or not. I do this out of respect 
for my child readers and the culture that I pay homage to in my 
book. In the case of Grandma Calls Me Beautiful, that person was 
Ka‘ohua Lucas, who is both an authority on Pacific cultures and 
a native Hawaiian.       

In Grandma you depart from Mama and Papa 
by focusing not just on the grandmother-child 
relationship, but also on the beauty of the child. 
What brought about the shift in focus?

I focused on the beauty of a child, because that’s how my grand-
ma made me feel—beautiful. At nine, I was a puny, dirtball 
kid with curly hair, scabby knees and crooked teeth. I wanted 
a pink, ruffly formal dress in the worst way, an unorthodox 
request given my dirtball nature, and that is exactly what I re-
ceived from my grandmother. She thought me beautiful, inside 
and out, even when that wasn’t so evident to the rest of the 
world. In my book, Grandma says, “Open your eyes, so I can 
see who you are.” When she looks inside, she sees exactly who 
Beautiful is and exclaims, “I will call you Beautiful, because you 
are.” A grandmother’s unwavering confidence in a child’s inher-
ent beauty helped many of us get through some clumsy years.

I also believe that when a child recognizes her own beauty, she 
recognizes it in others. If beauty is a birthright—and it is—it is 
the birthright of every child in every place. That’s the founda-
tion of this series.



Most children like to know the story of the day 
they were born. What inspired you to tell it in 
Grandma though the use of hei (string design)?

In each of the books I searched for an iconic design element. 
Inuit masks are woven throughout Mama, and Maasai shields 
throughout Papa. I think hei was a fitting metaphor for Hawaiian 
culture. It represents the thread of life that is woven through 
generations. The final design looks like a hammock, suggesting 
the unwavering support of a grandmother. Hei is a way to illus-
trate a story—just like a picture book. Finally, the string is always 
there, in Grandmother’s pocket, ready for another talk-story. 

What aspects of writing for children continue to 
draw you back?

We’re connected to and supported by those who lived before 
us and those who will follow, Our Big Family. A shared earth 
is what connects us all, wherever and whenever we live. This 
is why we need to be wise stewards, to leave small footprints 
as we pass, in order to leave the world a beautiful place for our 
children’s grandchildren. The Hawaiians have a saying: “The 
earth is the chief. We are its servants.”

I write for children because I like them. I find children interesting, 
funny, and heroic. It is an honor to drop into their lives through 
a book. There’s nothing I’d rather do. And, like the string in 
Grandma’s pocket, there’s always another story to tell.
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