
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


* * *

[image: ]


A

GOLD RUSH

ROMANCE

* * *

[image: ]


BOOK THREE

Marriage by Mistake

* * *

[image: ]


by

Mona Ingram

* * *

[image: ]


COVER DESIGN

ELIZABETH MACKEY GRAPHIC DESIGN

©2014 Mona Ingram

All rights reserved

* * *

[image: ]


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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LAHAINA, HAWAII  APRIL, 1851

“Nalani Hoapili, you haven’t heard a word I’ve said.” Louisa closed her bible with an exasperated snap.

Lani looked up at the missionary woman who had raised her. She knew that tone only too well; Louisa had been using it more frequently this past few months. That, combined with the use of her full name was enough to warn her that she was about to receive another tongue-lashing. 

She studied the woman across from her, dressed in black bombazine. Had Louisa ever been young, carefree, and happy? Had she ever laughed for the sheer joy of it? Somehow, Lani didn’t think so. Many years ago, she’d learned that the missionary women here on the island saw it as their duty to reform Hawaiian women, to instill in them a pious, submissive nature. She’d been young the first time she overheard Louisa and another woman discussing the Hawaiians as ‘heathens’. She hadn’t grasped what they meant at the time, but as the years passed, she began to understand how they thought, and to ultimately question their methods.

“You really have to stop this daydreaming.” Once more Louisa’s words brought her back to the present. “There won’t be time when you’re married to William.” She settled back in her chair and sent Lani a sideways glance. “Especially when the children start to arrive.” Louisa traced the embossed letters on the bible with her fingertips. “I’m looking forward to having grandchildren.”

Lani’s stomach heaved, but she managed to hide her reaction. Concealing her emotions had become second nature, thanks to years of experience. Now especially, it was important that she present a calm, serene exterior in order to get Louisa to listen to her. It hadn’t worked in the past, but she had to try once more.

“Louisa,” she said, edging forward on her chair. “I don’t want to marry William.” A desperate note crept into her voice, but perhaps if Louisa understood the depth of her unhappiness, she wouldn’t force her...

“Nonsense.” The woman glared at her. “We’ve been over this several times, and it’s settled. You will marry William as planned, and that’s all there is to it.” She stood and looked down at the beautiful Hawaiian girl. “I should think you’d be happy to marry my son. He’s very fond of you, you know that.”

Lani lowered her head. “I do understand that, and I appreciate the way he looked out for me when I first came to live here, but I don’t love him.”

“Love?” For one crazy moment Lani thought she’d gotten though to the other woman. “Of course you don’t love him. Not now, but do your duty as a wife and you’ll find great joy in raising a family.”

Lani stood, took a few paces away and then turned back. “I care for William, but we were brought up together. My aloha for him is as an older brother, not as a husband. He’s kind and generous, but please, Louisa. I don’t want to marry him.”

The missionary woman blinked a few times. “I know that William isn’t like most men. He’s a big, bumbling bear. He’ll never become a businessman, and he’ll always do manual work, but he will provide for you. And in return, you will care for him.”

“But...” Lani’s throat tightened as she fought tears.

Any softening she might have sensed in the other woman disappeared. “We won’t discuss it again. You and William will be married in three weeks’ time. I’ve already spoken to Abigail Fuller, and she has offered to loan you her wedding dress.” The knuckles of her hand had turned white where she clutched her bible, a sure sign that the discussion was over.

* * *

[image: ]


LANI LEFT THE HOUSE, barely aware of her surroundings. She heard Louisa call out after her, but she didn’t look back. Unable to face the other woman, her instincts took her to the one place that always soothed her. She looked up and down the beach, relieved to see that she was alone. Spreading kiawe trees dotted the shoreline and she sank down under the shady canopy, her back braced against a gnarled trunk.

Had she really thought that she could change Louisa’s mind at this late date? Not really, but she’d had to try. Overcome by despair, she dropped her head into her hands and allowed herself to cry. Deep, shuddering sobs shook her shoulders as she envisioned the rest of her life married to William. Louisa wouldn’t approve of such an outward display of emotion, but for once she didn’t care; she cried until there were no tears left.

Movement on the sand drew her attention and she looked up to see a sand crab pop up out of its hole, dart across the sand, then run back and disappear. As the next wave receded, it popped up again and repeated the process. It would be wonderful if she could disappear that easily. She raised her eyes to gaze out at the dozens of whaling ships rocking in the gentle swells. Those ships had seen places and things she could only dream about. Magical places she’d read about in the few books she was allowed to read at the missionary school.

She sighed. If only Kimo would come home. She hadn’t seen her brother for over a year, but it was impossible to predict when his ship would appear in the harbor. Whalers had a habit of staying out until their holds were full, and as a result were notoriously unpredictable. Kimo loved the life of a seaman, and although she doubted that he could help her with her problem, she longed to unburden herself to him in the faint hope that he might stand up for her.

Lani’s despair turned slowly to guilt as she considered her situation. She’d been raised by loving parents until the age of eight, when her father had contracted measles, one of the many deadly diseases brought to the islands by outsiders. Desperate to save him, her mother had nursed him, only to fall ill herself. She died two weeks after her husband.

Lani’s mother had converted to Christianity, and had worked with Louisa to bring other Hawaiian women into the church. As she lay dying, it had been to Louisa that she entrusted her daughter and son. Many times over the ensuing years, Louisa had reminded Lani that she was fulfilling her mother’s wishes by raising her to respect strict missionary practices.

In spite of Louisa’s unbending nature, Lani kept telling herself that she was grateful for the generosity of the missionary woman, and she believed it... most of the time. Louisa had taught her to read and write the English language, but as she grew older, the harsh, stifling atmosphere in the Halpern home was almost more than she could bear. Her only outlet over the years had been to come here to the ocean’s edge, where she allowed herself to dream of another life. Gazing into the distance, she couldn’t help but wonder if this was what her mother had truly wanted when she entrusted her care to Louisa.

A shadow fell over her and she looked up, startled.

“Iokepa, what are you doing here?” She looked past him, but he was alone.

He gave her a broad smile. “What are you doing here?” He looked out toward the whalers. “I thought you’d be with Kimo.”

It took a moment for his words to sink in. She rose slowly, scanning the ships in the harbor as if she could tell which one had brought her brother. She turned to the young man, tears of joy blurring her vision. “Don’t tease me, Iokepa. Has Kimo really come home?”

“I saw him in Lahaina. He’s probably looking for you now.”

“Thank you, my friend.” Lani touched him lightly on the arm. “Thank you.” She ran down the beach, clumps of sand flying up behind her as she raced to find her brother.

* * *
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“LANI!” THE MAN WHO stepped in front of her was almost unrecognizable. He swept her into his arms, and for the first time in over a year, she felt safe. She stepped back to study him, overwhelmed by the changes. Her brother had turned into a confident, handsome man, but his eyes had lost none of their mischievous sparkle. “You’re all grown up,” he said, before giving her another hug.

“You, too. Oh, Kimo, it’s so good to see you.” she glanced around the busy street. “Do you have time to visit? We could go down and sit on the breakwater, like old times.”

“Of course.” He tilted his head in the direction of the saloon. “I’ll just tell my mates where I am, and be right with you.”

Lani could only imagine how Louisa would react if she were to witness Kimo’s ease at walking into the saloon. But then her brother had been his own man ever since their parents died. In spite of his youth, he’d supported himself from the beginning, refusing to live with the Halperns when they tried to draw him into the church. It was this aversion that Lani hoped would work in her favor now.

“Okay, let’s go.” He strode out and she had to scamper to keep up with him. Once out on the breakwater, they sat in their usual spot, watching as a lone fisherman cast his net.

“It’s good to be home,” he said with a satisfied sigh. 

“Do you miss it?” Lani glanced up at him.

His gaze drifted out over the water, and it occurred to her that he saw farther than most. “Yes and no,” he said after a few moments. “It’s good to come home, but there’s so much more to see.”

“I know.” Lani took a deep breath. “I’d like to see it, too.”

He gave her a sharp look. “What do you mean?”

Lani picked at a loose thread on her skirt. “Louisa wants me to marry William. She has it all arranged.”

“William?” He frowned. “How do you feel about that?”

She laid a hand on his arm. “I don’t want to marry him.”

“I thought you liked him.”

“I do like him, but as a friend. Not as someone to marry.” He looked down at her hand and she removed it, leaving visible imprints where she’d clutched at him. “Please, Kimo. Help me to convince Louisa that this is wrong. I don’t love William. Not the way a wife should love a husband.”

“And what do you know about that?” He smiled, but his attempt at humor fell flat. “I can’t help you, Lani. You know that.”

“Why not?”

“First of all, Louisa wouldn’t listen to me. Ever since I refused to become part of the church, she barely recognizes my existence.” He gathered his thoughts, his expression bleak. “But it’s more than that. You see, I was there the day our mother died... the day she called for Louisa.” He lowered his head. “She formally gave you over to Louisa’s care, and asked her to find a husband for you when you were old enough.” He turned to her. “Has your life been so unhappy?”

Lani struggled to find the right words. “Please don’t misunderstand. Louisa has done what she thinks is best for me.” She pressed a hand against her chest. “But nobody ever asks me what I want. For example, I was led to believe that one day I could teach school. It’s what I’ve wanted to do for several years now. But a few weeks ago, I heard Louisa and one of her friends talking about me.” She blinked back tears. “They have no intention of letting me teach. Abigail actually laughed when Louisa told her about my dreams of becoming a schoolteacher.”

Kimo shook his head. “I know how much that meant to you. I’m sorry.”

“And that’s not all.” Lani’s voice rose. “We’re forbidden to dance. It’s as if they’re trying to erase our heritage. The hula is in our blood, but they say it’s indecent.” Her lips twitched in a faint smile. “The only time we dance now is in private. But I’d happily give up my dreams of teaching, and even my dancing, if you would only speak to Louisa and tell her I can’t be forced to marry William.” She turned to face him, afraid of what she might see in his eyes, but needing to know. “Please, Kimo?”

He couldn’t meet her gaze. “I’m sorry, Lani. I can’t go against our mother’s wishes.” He raised his hands in a helpless gesture. “I just can’t.”

She understood how difficult the decision had been for him. She and Kimo had been raised to believe that family was everything, and honoring one’s parents was of paramount importance. Instead of being angry at him for denying her request, she was overcome by guilt for putting him in such an awkward position. Forcing lightness into her voice, she pointed to the ships.

“Which one is yours?”

He gave her an appreciative smile. “There,” he said, pointing. “The ship that lines up with the western edge of Molokini. That’s my ship.” He spoke with pride. “We have a great crew.”

“Any other Hawaiians on board?” she asked.

He nodded. “A couple... you don’t know them, but guess who I saw on another ship when we were rowing in? Joseph Paahao. We haven’t been in port at the same time for several years now.” He stood up and shielded his eyes from the setting sun. “I think that’s his ship there... the one with the beautiful lines.”

She followed the direction of his gaze. “I see what you mean. It looks different from yours.”

He laughed. “That’s because it’s a schooner. Mine’s a whaler.” He nodded to himself. “It’s a beauty all right. It’s called Wave Dancer.”

The ship was well named. It rocked gently at anchor and with very little effort Lani could imagine it dancing over the waves.

“Is it one of the new fast ones?” she asked, eyeing the raked-back masts.

“It isn’t a record holder, but Joseph says it moves along beautifully. He’s living on board and he invited me to come out and visit. What do you say? Should we visit him tomorrow?”

“Like when we were keikis,” she said, her tone wistful. “Remember how we used to paddle out to the ships and dive for coins?”

A soft smile of remembrance changed him into the young brother she’d known all those years ago. “Yes,” he murmured. “I remember it well.”
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Chapter Two
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“WHOSE OUTRIGGER IS this?” she asked the next morning.

Kimo pushed away from shore and climbed in, all in one smooth motion. “Does it matter?”

Lani tossed her hair over her shoulder. “No, I guess not.” She picked up a paddle. “Louisa probably wouldn’t approve, you know. She doesn’t know I’m here.”

Kimo flicked her with a few drops of water. “Do you care?”

She laughed. “No. I don’t even know why I mentioned it.”

“Okay, then. Hele.”

Lani’s heart lightened as they paddled out. Being out here on the water reinforced how much she missed the carefree days of their youth. The whaling fleet hadn’t been as numerous then, and they had considered it an adventure to paddle out and gaze up in awe at the massive ships, their hulls studded with barnacles.

Lost in her memories, Lani didn’t realize they were nearing Wave Dancer. Kimo shouted a greeting and she looked up.

As she admired the sleek lines of the boat, a sailor walked confidently onto the bowsprit and looked down at them. Bare to the waist, his skin – burnished from the sun – was the color of koa wood. Broad, muscular shoulders served to emphasize a narrow waist. His long hair, bleached by the sun, was tied back with a strip of leather, and for one fanciful moment, she decided he could pass for a pirate. He wore a loose pair of trousers, gathered at the waist with a rope, and hacked off just below the knees. Her fingers itched to snip off the loose bits of thread that hung down from the ragged edges.

Raising her eyes to his face, she flushed, realizing that he was studying her with an expression she couldn’t fathom. She lowered her head, and willed her heartbeat to return to normal. She had no business looking at him like that... none at all.

But something had stolen her willpower, and she found herself looking up again, eager for another glimpse of the first man who had ever tempted her to disregard all the rules. Her skin prickled all over, and the fabric of her dress felt oddly rough. She wanted to cast it off and let the gentle trade winds cool her flushed skin.

As she watched, he took a few more confident steps along the bowsprit. Then, in one graceful motion, he launched himself into the ocean and plunged beneath the surface.

“Did you see that?” Kimo asked, prodding her with a paddle. “That haole dives almost as well as a Hawaiian.”

The man surfaced and swam toward the ship with long, sure strokes. He climbed the rope ladder without looking at them, and as he disappeared, Joseph’s head appeared over the side.

“Kimo, Lani.” He motioned toward the rope ladder. “Come aboard.”

* * *
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AIDAN EDWARDS HAD BEEN about to dive into the ocean when his attention was drawn to two Hawaiians approaching in an outrigger canoe. They were both uncommonly handsome. He told himself to stop staring, but as they drew closer, he was overcome with a longing so intense he almost lost his balance on the bowsprit. He couldn’t remember the last time the sight of a woman had affected him like this, and it was just as well. It had been over three years since he’d allowed himself to feel any emotion, and he was quite content with the status quo.

So why couldn’t he tear his eyes away from the vision that looked up at him through long, sweeping lashes? Her long, black hair shone blue in the sunlight and his fingers tightened on the stay as he imagined trailing his fingers through the silky length. His traitorous body stirred at the thought and he forced himself to take a few more steps and then launched himself into the turquoise water below.

Four years ago, he wouldn’t have dreamed of diving from such a height. Thinking back to the man he’d been then, a wry smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. The trip around the Cape to Valparaiso, and now Hawaii, had saved his life. Especially the last leg, from Valparaiso to Lahaina, where he’d worked – and played – harder than ever before in his life. The result was a healthy, fit body, and he found he liked it.

The dark corners of his mind were something else.

He welcomed the cool water, diving deep before lifting his head and kicking strongly toward the sunlight. As he broke the surface, every nerve ending in his body was aware of the outrigger resting on the water a few feet away. With a few strong strokes, he was at the rope ladder and climbed up without acknowledging their presence. He didn’t think he could have spoken to them even if he’d been so inclined. The young woman was an innocent. How he knew that, he couldn’t explain. Perhaps it was the openness in her gaze when she looked at him. Whatever it was, he planned to make himself scarce until they were gone.

It had taken Aidan four long, pain-filled years to regain his will to live, and he wasn’t about to jeopardize that now. Okay, so he’d fallen off the wagon from time to time, but those incidents were becoming fewer, and when they happened, less intense. The woman on the outrigger was more than capable of reminding him of the worst times of his life. Times when he despised himself more than he’d ever thought possible. Somehow he knew that those gentle, innocent eyes were capable of seeing inside his soul, to where the demons still lurked. He wasn’t willing to take a chance on letting them loose.

* * *
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JOSEPH GREETED KIMO and Lani warmly. His pride in the ship was evident as he took them on a quick tour. Lani followed silently, absorbing every word while the men chattered like the seasoned sailors they had become. She glanced around from time to time, hoping to spot the haole with the golden skin, yet oddly relieved when he didn’t appear. His physical appearance was nothing like any white man she’d ever met – in or out of the church. Not that she’d met that many, but he seemed comfortable half-clothed, and judging by the burnished color on his arms and shoulders, he spent a lot of time in the sun. She had to admit it suited him.

A flush crept into her cheeks as she realized the direction of her thoughts. But he was hard to forget... especially the way he’d stood there, one hand on a stay, silhouetted against the sky.

“... no, I’m still unattached, but Lani is getting married in a few weeks.” Kimo looked fondly at his sister. “Where have the years gone? We were just talking yesterday about how we used to paddle out and dive for coins.”

“Yes, I remember.” Joseph gave her a curious look. “Who are you marrying?”

“William Halpern.”

“William?” Joseph had never been good at hiding his feelings, and his surprise showed. “When did this happen?”

Lani couldn’t meet his eyes. “In the past few months.” She turned to her brother. “I forgot to ask. Will you be here for the wedding?”

He shook his head. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, but we leave tomorrow.”

“So soon?” She fought back tears. “You just got here.”

“Yeah, well...” he shrugged.

“This is quick stop for us as well,” Joseph said. “We’re taking on cargo the rest of today and tomorrow, and we’ll haul anchor early the following morning.”

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“San Francisco. The gold rush has tapered off a bit, but they still need supplies. We’re taking fruits and vegetables, and sugar.”

“Have you been there before? What’s it like?” she asked, her eyes wide.

Joseph took a moment to survey the ships in the harbor. “This is nothing compared to San Francisco Harbor. There are so many ships jammed in there, you can almost walk to the shore by jumping from ship to ship. Many of them were abandoned when the crews ran off. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“What about the people? What are they like?”

“Which ones?” Joseph grinned. “Take your pick. There are Americans, English, French, Chinese, Mexican, Chilean... you name it. Every country in the world seems to be represented.”

“It sounds exciting. What do people do for work? I mean the ones who aren’t after the gold.”

Joseph thought for a moment. “Anything they want, I suppose. I overheard someone describe it as the land of opportunity, and you know, I think he was right. There are a lot of scoundrels of course, but there’s also room for hard-working people to make a living.” He shot her a curious look. “Why are you asking?”

Lani wasn’t sure. “I don’t know.” She glanced back toward the familiar shore. “I’ve lived in Lahaina all my life, and sometimes I wonder what the rest of the world is like.” She sighed. “You know what I mean?”

“Yes, little sister.” He smiled indulgently. “I know what you mean.” Joseph turned to Kimo and offered his hand. “Good to see you again, my friend. Thanks for visiting.”

Kimo took one last appreciative look at Wave Dancer. “She’s a lovely ship, but I’ll stick with my whaler.” He looked over the side to where the first of the supplies were being loaded. “We’d better get out of here. It looks like you’re going to get busy.”

Joseph nodded and the men clasped hands. “Safe travels, my friend.” He turned to Lani and gave her a brief kiss on the cheek. “Be happy,” he said, looking deeply into her eyes. “You deserve it.” If he noticed her fighting back tears, he didn’t comment.

* * *
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“WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN?” Louisa asked later that evening. “I haven’t seen you all day.” Her pinched features were more disapproving than normal, if that was possible.

“I’ve been with Kimo.”

Louisa clucked her tongue; Lani hated the sound, as it always prefaced a lecture. “That boy is a heathen if I ever saw one.”

Lani refused to rise to the bait. She’d heard the argument too many times. “He’s not a boy anymore,” she said, not trying to hide a smug smile. “He’s quite handsome, actually.”

“Handsome!” Louisa looked down her nose and snorted. “It’s just as well you’re getting married, young lady. It’s been my experienced that handsome men usually have no moral fiber. They think their good looks excuse them from acting like honorable, God-fearing men.”

Lani couldn’t help but wonder what had filled the woman with so much hatred, so much bitterness. She knew from experience that answering back at this point would only lead to a long tirade against those who didn’t follow the teachings of the church. She was tired, and content from spending the day with her brother. She didn’t need any aggravation now.

“I’ll be gone for an hour or so tomorrow morning,” Lani said. “I’ll miss part of our bible study.”

Louisa sighed the sigh of a long-standing martyr. “What now?”

“Kimo’s ship is leaving.” Her throat closed up with emotion. “I promised to be at the end of the breakwater to wave goodbye.” Prepared for an argument, Lani was surprised when one didn’t materialize. But Louisa still had the last word.

“I suppose that will have to be all right, but you’ll not be running all over the place when you’re a married woman. Mark my words.” She gestured to the buckets by the kitchen door. “Make yourself useful and bring in some water.”

The pleasure she’d felt in Kimo’s company faded to despair at Louisa’s words. They were a reminder that her life was about to change, and not for the better. She knew very well that if William was more inclined toward business, or if there was any hope of him advancing in the church, they wouldn’t be marrying her off to him. She had always accepted that he was slower than most young people his age, but he was sweet and kind. He’d often been the only bright spot in her day, with his easy laughter and simple needs, but that wasn’t enough.

Her thoughts drifted to the white man on Wave Dancer, and liquid heat pooled in her core. What had he seen when he looked at her like that? She knew instinctively that it was more than a passing interest. There had been something intense... almost feral in the way his eyes moved over her, awakening a longing in her that couldn’t be denied. She sucked in a breath of air and wondered if she would ever feel that way again. Could she spend the rest of her life with William? Taking care of him, bearing his children... all without love?

Love. Louisa had dismissed love as unimportant, but in her heart Lani knew she was wrong. She could still recall the love of her parents; those memories were what kept them alive in her heart. If she were to have children with William, she would love them. No matter what, she would ensure that any children of hers would know love. But what about her? Was she expected to go through life without knowing the love of a man? Her heart contracted at the thought, leaving her gasping for breath. If she was going to do something about her situation, it had to be soon.

* * *
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LOUISA TRIED TO DELAY her the next morning, but Lani found the strength to insist. Even if Kimo couldn’t see her, she had promised to be there, and knew at the very least, he’d try to spot her on the breakwater. An early morning breeze swept down from the hills, blowing her hair into her eyes, but she held it back with one hand and waved with the other. A few shouted commands drifted over the water, and the sails on Kimo’s ship filled, white against the aching blue of the sky. The rattling sound of the anchor being hauled up confirmed the ship’s departure; a sudden gust filled the sails, and his ship was on its way. Lani smiled through a film of tears, already wondering when she would see her brother again.

She stood for several long moments as the whaler headed for the open ocean. What wonders lay out there waiting to be discovered? And did she have the courage it would take to put her fledgling plan into action? She turned and looked back at the island. She’d spent her whole life here, and yet as she studied the familiar hills, she realized that she wasn’t afraid to leave. Yes, she was inexperienced in the ways of the world, but she’d read insatiably all her life, soaking up every bit of knowledge about life away from her native Hawaiian islands. Those books had aroused her curiosity, making her ache to learn more.

Turning slowly, she sought out Wave Dancer. Her heart skittered at the thought of sneaking on board and remaining hidden until the ship was well underway. The idea had started to take shape when she and Kimo visited. Of course it had nothing to do with the attraction she’d felt for the diving seaman... nothing at all.

Spotting the ship anchored out in the roads, she tossed back her head and laughed aloud. Who was she trying to fool? Since the moment she first spotted him, she’d known her future was in some way linked with his. She didn’t know how, but the notion sent shivers of delight and anticipation racing up her spine.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three
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LOUISA IGNORED LANI during the evening meal. The missionary woman often gave her the silent treatment when she was angry, but tonight Lani was grateful. Not having to participate in the conversation gave her the time to think about what she would take when she made her escape. William ate silently, but as usual he was alert to her moods and gave her a small smile as his mother and father chatted about a church function they were attending tonight. One of the missionary couples was moving on to start a new mission, and church members were gathering to wish them farewell.

“... she’s rather nervous about living in San Francisco.”

Lani tried not to betray her interest. San Francisco? What were they talking about? She listened more carefully.

Daniel patted his mouth with a napkin and reached for another slice of bread. “When do they leave?”

“I just told you a few moments ago.” Louisa pursed her lips. “They leave in three days. They feel lucky to have secured space on one of those new, fast ships.”

Daniel nodded. “They will be missed.” He glanced at William. “Are you coming tonight? I understand Lani has already begged off, but I’d like our family to be well represented.”

“Sorry, father.” William shrugged. “Not tonight.”

Daniel sent a sharp glance toward his son, but didn’t push the issue. “I’ll give them your regards, then.” His gaze landed briefly on Lani, then moved on. “Both of you.”

Lani had hoped to have the house to herself when Louisa and Daniel went out, but she wasn’t overly concerned. William worked most nights in the small workshop that was separate from the house. Skilled at carving tikis, he sold them through a store in town that was run by a missionary family from the church. The hobby kept him busy and happy, and tonight she was especially grateful that he would be out of the way.

One of the few items she still owned that had been her mother’s was a large fabric bag. She dug it out of her small closet and brushed it off. It would have to hold everything she held dear. She picked up the bible that had also belonged to her mother and considered leaving it behind as a decoy, but could not. She had found great comfort in her bible over the years, and she wasn’t willing to give it up now. She quickly kissed the faded golden cross on the cover and tucked it into the bag. Other items followed quickly and she stood looking about her bedroom, her heart pounding with the enormity of what she was about to do.

* * *
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WILLIAM TESTED THE edge of his chisel with his thumb; it was dull again. Humming to himself, he moved to his whetstone and started the sharpening process, checking it every once in a while in the flickering light of the lantern.

There had been something different about Lani tonight. Sensitive to her moods, it had been obvious to him that she was excited and nervous at the same time. Tonight he’d glimpsed a sparkle in her eyes that hadn’t been there for a long time. Yes... she was wound up about something, but trying to hide it. He felt guilty not standing up for her when his mother berated her, but he’d learned a long time ago that he couldn’t compete with his mother’s sharp tongue. When they were young, he’d made several attempts to defend Lani, but he’d only made the situation worse, and had withdrawn into himself, vowing to mind his own business. Lani understood him and was kind to him. He would miss her when she left.

He stopped abruptly, blunt fingers still grasping the chisel. Why did he think she was leaving? She hadn’t said anything. He looked around his workshop at the tikis in various stages of completion. None of them had any answers, but somehow he knew in his heart that he was losing her.

He slowly lowered the chisel and blinked several times, trying to solve the puzzle. She wasn’t leaving with Kimo... his ship had left this morning. That meant she was leaving on a different ship.

A small, sad smile spread over his face. He’d always known she would leave... quite possibly before she’d known it herself. He loved her like a brother, and he would miss her, but she was a free spirit, and deserved to get away, to seek her own life.

Standing silently in the open door of the workshop he watched for movement in the house. There was none; she had already left. Entering through the kitchen, he moved silently to her small bedroom. A lamp was burning, and he noticed that her bible was gone. In the back of his mind he’d been hoping he was wrong... that he would find her here, but the missing bible confirmed his suspicions. He bunched up the blankets on her bed until he was satisfied that they resembled a sleeping figure, and then went back to his shop. His brass telescope was right where he’d left it yesterday, glowing dully in the light from the lamp. He’d followed Lani down to the beach and watched her through the telescope as she paddled out to one of the ships with Kimo. 

Faint singing reached him from the church as he made his way through a stand of coconut trees. The familiar path led down to the beach; he could have followed it even without the moonlight that spilled across the sand, bathing the familiar landscape in tones of silver and grey. Pausing at the edge of the beach, William stayed in the shadows, watching for anything out of the ordinary. He was about to step out when he saw movement to his right. A small figure darted down to the water’s edge, looked around and tossed something into an outrigger. Her hair swung forward, shining in the moonlight as she pushed the canoe into the surf and stepped in. He had to bite his lip to keep from calling out. He wanted to say goodbye, but something held him back. He put the telescope to his eye as she picked up the paddle, a haunting silhouette against the silvery ocean.

* * *
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LANI ALMOST EXHAUSTED herself paddling through the breaking surf and out into the relatively calm waters of the harbor. The outrigger was large, and it took every ounce of strength she possessed to propel it forward. Once past the reef, she rested the paddle for several moments, catching her breath and looking around. Night had fallen quickly as usual, but on the nearby ships she could still see the glow of a lamp here and there, and hear the sounds of men talking quietly on the decks.

Her plan was to find Wave Dancer and bring the outrigger alongside the hull, where she would be virtually invisible. There she planned to wait until there was no movement on the ship. Then she would cast off the outrigger. With any luck, it would float toward the shore and be found in the morning.

She reached Wave Dancer without incident, tied up to the rope ladder and heaved a sigh of relief. So far, her plan was working. Now all she had to do was wait a few hours until the ship went silent.

She’d known these few hours would be difficult... the time when she would begin to doubt her actions. If her plan was going to fail, it would be now, while fears of the unknown crawled over her like sand fleas.

After her parents died, Lani had been raised to be dependent on Louisa and Daniel. She thought about that now, and it occurred to her that their desire to keep her sheltered was little more than a means to control her life. Louisa had tried unsuccessfully to extinguish the spark of independence that continued to burn brightly as Lani matured. She saw that now, and it saddened her that she had to run away to become her own person. 
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