
Captain Sebastian Wyld, skipper of the lugger Adelina, took a large silver watch from his pocket 

and checked it before squinting up at the sun. They had less than an hour of daylight left. His gaze 

rested on the Polynesian island ahead, to where a line of white foam marked the reef. He knew 

there was an opening large enough for the lugger to pass through. He’d be able to see it when they 

came a little closer. Inside the lagoon the water was deep, and they could anchor comfortably. This 

was an important visit – the success of this season was at stake. He’d come a long way and 

gambled on a favourable outcome. 

The mate, a wiry man with a lined face toughened by years of sun and salt spray, eyed the gulls 

circling the boat before returning his gaze to the sea.  

The captain looked through his glass.  I don’t see the opening,’ he said, but I’m sure we’re close. 

Send the boy aloft to have a look.’ 

The mate called one of the crew and gave him the order. The lad climbed the mast and 

Sebastian paced to and fro as he waited for him to speak. In a moment the boy shouted down that 

he could see a break ahead in the line of foam. 

‘Good.’ Sebastian took over the tiller. As the sun sank beneath the horizon, sending rays of pink 

and amethyst into the fading sky, he guided his boat through the break in the coral reef into the 

calm, blue water of the lagoon. His brother, Adrian, came up from below as they entered the 

lagoon.  

‘We’ll anchor for the night,’ Sebastian told him. 

 

The next morning the sun rose in a cloudless sky over a tranquil sea. Sebastian looked over the 

side into the clear water below. Glittering fish darted about, their colours mimicking those of the 

pristine coral reef they had traversed the night before. The sun heralded a hot day ahead, but the 

early morning air was cool. He gazed at the tropical shore in front of them. Coconut palms met 

the sandy strip at the water’s edge, and beyond them, unless things had changed since his last visit, 

were thatched huts. 

‘We’ll go ashore. Lower the boat,’ Sebastian told the mate. ‘You stay on board, Adrian, just in 

case we have any trouble. Not that I’m expecting any, but you never know what could have 

changed in the two years since I was last here. At any sign of trouble make ready to sail as soon as 

we get back. 

Adrian nodded. ‘It all looks peaceful enough, but I’ll keep a look out.’ 

 

Leila watched the lugger with a flutter of anticipation as she saw the boat being lowered. Would 

this be a white man, or one of the little yellow men who visited from time to time? She hid behind 

the trunk of a coconut palm as the boat approached. Two men were on board – one rowed while 

the other watched the shore. Although their skins were darkened from the sun, they were 

undeniably white. The one who faced the shore was tall and broad shouldered, but from this 

distance she couldn’t make out any more details. She slipped from behind the palm and darted 



back through the trees, onto a path lined with lush vegetation. Her slight figure flashed through 

the trees. She ignored the cry of a macaw as it flew overhead, not even raising her head to admire 

its colourful plumage as she ran all the way back to the village. Set in a clearing was a settlement of 

thatched huts dominated by the traditional longhouse. The biggest structure in the village, its 

timbers were decorated with elaborate carvings to denote its importance. 

Panting, Leila halted outside the longhouse and waited until she regained her breath before 

hurrying up the steps. 

‘Papa, makua,’ she called as she entered, ‘a boat has come. There are white men. They come 

ashore now.’  

Her father sat on a raised platform made from slender tree trunks lashed together with vines, 

and covered with tapa cloth. Two younger men sat beside him. He raised a hand to still her, and 

finished his conversation before turning to her.  

The younger of the men flashed Leila an angry glare. ‘You should show more respect for our 

chief than to come bursting in here and interrupting him.’ 

Leila ignored him and waited for her father’s response, her heart beating wildly. 

‘How many men are in the boat?’ he asked her. 

 ’Two, one is rowing and the other sits watching.’ 

‘And how many masts have the big boat?’ 

‘Two.’ 

‘It is probably a trader, but we must make sure.’ He turned to the older of the men beside him. 

‘Atiu, organise a greeting party. If they come in peace bring them to me.’ 

Sebastian stopped and motioned the mate to stand still beside him as he saw the party of dark 

skinned warriors approaching. Each carried a spear and, although they showed no signs of 

aggression, they were a fearsome sight. Their upper bodies were bare above the waist except for 

shell necklaces. Tapa cloths wrapped them from waist to knee.  

Sebastian turned his palms up as a sign of good intent as he waited for them. ‘Aloha,’ he greeted 

the leader as they stopped a few metres away. ‘I come in peace to visit with my friend Keoni, your 

chief.’ 

Atiu lowered his spear, and his followers did the same. ‘Captain Wyld, welcome,’ he said. ‘Our 

chief will be happy to see you again. He has sent us to escort you to him. Come with me.’ 

Sebastian and the mate fell in with the group and they followed the path to the village, where 

the warriors led them to the longhouse. 

Keoni was waiting at the bottom of the steps. He was dark skinned, a handsome man with a 

pleasant face. When he saw Sebastian he stepped forward with his hands outstretched.  

‘Welcome, Captain Wyld. It is many moons since you were here. We are happy to see you.’ 



Sebastian took his hands in his own, and leant forward to press his nose and forehead to the 

chief’s in the traditional greeting. 

‘Greetings, Keoni. It’s my pleasure to be here. I come to meet with you, and to discuss business 

with you again. But first let me give you the few small gifts I bring.’ 

Sebastian opened his canvas bag and brought out the brightly coloured glass beads and other 

trinkets he had brought with him and handed them to the chief, who accepted them graciously and 

passed them over to the waiting villagers. Last of all he withdrew the kangaroo skin cloak he’d had 

tanned and sewn in Maryborough. The chief’s eyes lit up as he clasped it. He draped it over his 

shoulders, and stroked the fur with tender fingers. 

‘This is just a small token of my esteem,’ Sebastian told him. 

‘Thank you, my friend. Come. We will talk business.’  

The chief motioned Sebastian to enter the longhouse, and made room for him to sit alongside 

him. He clapped his hands, and moments later a young man entered bearing a large wooden bowl 

of kava. He ladled some of the drink into two smaller wooden bowls and handed one each to 

Sebastian and the chief. 

‘I am sad to tell you that we have no sandalwood left,’ the chief began, his fingers toying with 

the kangaroo paws that fringed the cloak. 

‘It’s not sandalwood I wish to discuss. I have a new venture. The lugger in the lagoon is for 

pearling. That’s my business now. I’m looking for young men to become divers, and now that the 

sandalwood’s almost gone, I hope some of your men will be interested.’ 

Keoni sat back and sipped his kava. ‘Pearling? So you hope to find the little pearls nestled in the 

shells.’ 

‘Not just the pearls, but also the pearl shell. There’s a big market for that on the other side of 

the world.’ 

‘It would mean taking the men away from here. They would have to leave their homes.’ 

‘Yes. But it wouldn’t be for the whole year. They could have a few months home at the end of 

the season, and decide then if they’ll return for the next season, or not. It won’t suit all the men, 

but some of the younger ones might like to see more of the world. I’ll pay them well.’ 

‘I must think about this. Today we will have a hangi, and then we will talk some more.’ 

Sebastian glanced outside to where men were digging a pit. Preparations were already underway 

for the feast. 

At that moment Leila entered the longhouse. Like all the women she was bare from the waist up 

and wore a lei of tropical flowers and several long, pearl shell necklaces. Sebastian hastily lifted his 

gaze. She had pinned red hibiscus flowers in her jet black hair, which cascaded down her back to 

her waist. There was no doubt that she was a beauty, but her features were different to the other 

girls, more finely chiselled somehow.  Was she from another tribe, perhaps? 

She came over to stand by the chief, and cast Sebastian a long look from beneath her dark lashes 

before speaking to her father. 



‘Papa, we are preparing the food.’   

‘Very good, my daughter. Everything must be right. Captain Wyld honours us with his visit.’ 

‘Yes, Papa. I will see everything is done as it should be. I know it is indeed an honour to have 

the captain here.’ 

‘Good. Now run along. The captain and I must talk some more.’ 

‘Yes, Papa.’  

As she turned to go her lips curved, and she looked directly into Sebastian’s eyes. She held his 

gaze for a few seconds before lowering her eyes demurely. Sebastian’s breath caught as he watched 

her sashay away with swaying hips. He cleared his throat, and coughed.  

‘I don’t remember seeing this one of your daughters before.’ 

‘Leila is not like my other daughters, as you notice. Her mother is English.’ 

Sebastian raised his brows. ‘Oh!’ 

‘You are surprised, of course.  Her mother was the daughter of the missionary who was here. 

When he lost his wife he neglected control of his daughter, and she spent much time with our 

family. We were of a similar age, and we fell in love.’ He sighed. ‘A youthful indiscretion, you 

might say. When her father found she was bearing my child he took her away to England, and 

married her off to one of his family’s tenants. She died when Leila was nine years old, and nobody 

wanted the child. They sent her back here.’ 

‘A sad story.’ 

‘Perhaps. But I have never forgotten my love, and I am happy to have her here.’ He sighed again. 

‘But I worry for her. She is one of our family, but she is not. She still remembers her time in 

England. One day she may want to return, but she would not fit in, I fear.’  

‘How old is she now?’ 

‘She is sixteen.’ 

‘Still only a child.’ 

‘To your way of thinking, perhaps. But to us she is already a young woman.’ He sighed again. 

‘Now come, we will go and watch the preparations.’ 

      

 

Chapter Six 

 

Sebastian was silent as they stood outside the longhouse. He watched a group of men pile dry grass 

and wood into the pit they had dug and cover it with large stones.  

His mind was on Leila. He squirmed at the memory of the heat that flashed through his body 

when she’d thrown him that look before she left. Good God, she was only a child. Sixteen. But it 

was a different culture here. Young people were sexually involved soon after puberty. Some of the 

girls in the tribe were already mothers by her age. How much of her English mother had Leila 



inherited, and how much of her father’s hot blood coursed through her veins? She intrigued him. 

Was she a child or was she a woman? 

 Sebastian pulled his mind back to what was happening in front of him. The long pit had been 

prepared and a flaming taper was thrown into it. The dry grass and wood caught fire immediately 

and flames leapt into the air. They were greeted with howls of appreciation from the onlookers 

who crowded around the pit.  

He realised the chief was speaking to him, and above the noise he caught the tail end of what he 

was saying, ‘...we will welcome your men aboard to come and join us.’  

The chief was inviting his crew to join them for the hangi. 

‘Thank you. I’ll find the mate and send him back to the boat to bring them.’ 

‘Good. You and I will talk again tomorrow. Today is for rejoicing at your visit.’  

Sebastian went in search of the mate. He didn’t have far to go. He found him standing amongst 

the crowd around the pit, his arm around the waist of a young woman, who nestled against him. A 

lei of flowers hung around his neck. Sebastian instructed him to row out to the boat and collect 

Adrian and the other crew members for the feast, then he joined the crowd to watch the 

preparations.  

The flames died down and the stones heated over the coals until they were red hot. The women 

brought in parcels of food and laid them over the stones, and the men covered them with branches 

and coconut leaves. They spread wet mats over the top, and shovelled dirt on top. Then they all 

settled to wait for the food to cook. 

 

 Leila feasted her eyes on the captain. He didn’t look very old for a captain. Not at all like her stiff 

and stern grandpapa. She studied every detail about him. He was tall. He looked very strong. The 

hair that curled from beneath the brim of his cap was dark, like his eyebrows. His eyes were the 

colour of the deepest ocean – the sea way out past the lagoon. His nose was straight, his jaw 

square, and he was clean shaven. His lips were full, and curled up a little at the ends.  

A shiver ran through her and she closed her eyes. How would it feel to have those lips kissing 

her,  the way she’d seen the gardener kissing the housemaid one day when she’d been a child in 

England? He’d had his arms around her, holding her tight against him, and the housemaid’s arms 

were twined around his neck.  How good would it feel?  

Leila shook her head and resumed her appraisal.  

The captain’s skin was dark brown, but a different brown to the skin of the villagers. 

Underneath his white shirt and trousers his skin would be as white as coconut milk. Like her 

mama’s. 

Her gaze dropped to her bare arm and she traced the skin with her finger. When she was little 

she used to wonder why her skin wasn’t white like everyone else in the house. She’d sat in the bath 

and scrubbed her skin until it was red, but the brown never came off. It never came clean and 

white. When she cried about it Mama picked her up and cuddled her, and told her she was 



beautiful – that it didn’t matter if her skin was darker than the others. And Leila clung to her while 

her chest ached with longing to be like everyone else.  

She’d loved the feel of Mama when she sat on her knee. Soft and loving, and she always smelled 

of rosewater. And the sound of her voice was soft and soothing – although when she was angry it 

could be sharp and cold, like one of the icicles that hung from the gutters in winter.  

Leila bit the inside of her cheek as she remembered the dreadful days when Mama was taken 

sick, the days and weeks when she had grown sicker and weaker.  

Autumn changed to winter, the trees lost their leaves, the swallows flew south and the days were 

grey, as grey as Leila’s soul as she watched her mama grow thinner and weaker. 

One day she opened the door into Mama’s room and peeped in, not wanting to wake her if she 

was asleep, but Mama was awake, propped up with pillows at her back. She called Leila into the 

room. 

‘Come in, my darling, and close the door behind you. I’ve been waiting for you.’ She held out 

her hand. Leila took it and kissed her mother’s cheek.’ 

‘How are you feeling today, Mama?’ she asked. 

‘I’m feeling better today, and I want us to have a talk before I grow too weak to be able to make 

sense of what I want to tell you, what it’s your right to know. I want you to be a brave girl and try 

not to be too upset when I go. Because I won’t be with you much longer. The doctor has told me 

that I’m not going to get better, and I want you to be prepared.’ 

‘No Mama! No.’ She squeezed Mama’s hand tightly. ‘He’s wrong. You’re getting better...’ 

Mama stopped her words by placing her fingers over her lips. ‘Hush, my darling girl. It’s my 

time to go, and I wouldn’t mind at all if it wasn’t for you. I hate to leave you. You’re the only 

reason I’m still alive. Without you I would have given in long ago.’ She used her fingers to wipe the 

tears on Leila’s cheeks. ‘Don’t cry darling. I want to tell you something important, something you 

should know.’ 

Leila sniffed, and held Mama’s hand to her cheek. 

‘‘What is it?’ 

‘I know you feel your papa is often cold and uncaring towards you, and it’s true he is often 

impatient and unfeeling with you. But you should know why.’ She drew a deep breath. 

Leila gazed into her face. ‘I know. It’s because he’s not my real papa, isn’t it?’ 

Mama’s hand tightened in hers. ‘Who told you?’ 

‘I’ve heard the maids talking about it, when they didn’t know I could hear them. My real papa is 

a black savage, isn’t he? That’s why my skin isn’t white like yours.’  

Mama choked back a sob. ‘No! No! It’s true his skin is brown, darker than yours, but he’s a 

chief’s son, and not at all a savage. He is educated and charming, and kind and gentle, and...and 

loving.’ A small smile played on her lips, defeating the tears trembling in her eyes. ‘We grew up 

together, and when we were older we fell in love. We were very much in love.’ Her face softened as 

she spoke.  



‘We wanted to marry, but we were too young to make them believe we were serious. My father 

flew into a rage, the chief was unhappy with his son, and I was sent back here, to the family. To be 

married to my cousin, the man who is your legal father. He’d fallen on hard times and was happy 

to marry me.’ Mama gazed out of the window. ‘How I wish I could go back and see my one and 

only love again, but of course it cannot happen.’ She shivered, her eyes still on the world outside 

the room. ‘I hate this cold country. I long for the tropical heat, to be back on the island where I 

spent so many happy years – where I had love and happiness.’ She sighed and stroked Leila’s hair. 

‘I’ve lived my life here contentedly because of you. You are the only happiness I’ve had here. My 

love for you has been my only solace. I have never stopped loving your papa, your real papa. I hope 

that when you’re a woman you will meet a man as wonderful as him, who will love you and make 

you happy.’  

Leila’s heart filled her chest, and when she spoke tears clogged her throat. ‘Will I ever meet my 

papa?’ 

‘Perhaps. One day, when you are older.’ Mama took a deep breath, and seemed to pull herself 

from her dream of happier days. I’m happy we’ve had this talk, my darling, and now I’m tired.’ She 

closed her eyes. ‘I need to rest now. We’ll talk again later.’ 

‘Sleep well, Mama.’ Leila kissed Mama’s cheek again. When she reached the door she turned to 

say goodbye but Mama was already asleep, her hair spread over the pillow and her hands clasped in 

front of her, as if she was about to pray.  

The next day when Leila crept into Mama’s room she found her lying stiff and white beneath a 

sheet that covered her from head to toe. Mama was dead. 

 

The despair and anguish of those days rushed back to her now as she stood with Pauhai. No 

one else in that house loved her.  Mama was the only one and now she was gone. Her grandmama 

told her they were making arrangements to send her back to where she belonged. Letters made 

their way across the sea, and finally she arrived back here.  

She still wasn’t like everyone else. Here on the island her skin was lighter than the others and 

her face was more like her mama’s than her father’s. Because she was the chief’s daughter, and he 

showed all the time that he loved her, she was accepted. But Papa’s other family members were 

jealous of her, all except her cousin Hai, because they were frightened that Papa loved her more 

than them, and they often teased her about her light skin.  

Tears pricked the backs of her eyelids. She was different. If only people would accept her for 

herself and not judge her by the colour of her skin. Her one true friend was Pauhai, a girl a year 

older than her who had been left behind when her parents were taken by blackbirders when she 

was a baby, and had never been heard of since. The chief had taken great interest in Pauhai’s 

upbringing, and had encouraged their friendship.  

Leila turned to Pauhai now. ‘The captain is very handsome, isn’t he? I wonder if he comes from 

England, where I used to live? He looks a lot like the people who live there.’ 



‘I heard he is from Australia.’ 

‘That’s much closer. I’d like to go there and see what the people are like. I wonder if he’d take 

me.’ 

‘Perhaps they’d never let you come back, like my mama and papa.’ 

‘I’d take you with me.’ 

Pauhai shook her head. ‘You dream too much. You need to choose a kāne ʻōpio . I see the 

looks you get from Matareka, and from others. You need to give them some encouragement. 

Forget your dreams of another life. This is your home now. It is time to think of settling down.’ 

‘Matareka!’ Leila tossed her head. ‘He’s always pestering me to go with him, but I’m not 

interested. Besides, first I must see the other world, where I came from. Perhaps they will like me 

better now that I’m not a baby anymore.’ 

 


