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  There is just one piece of jewellery that is equally becoming to everybody . . .


  Long live the pearl necklace, true or false from first date to our last breath.


  Genevieve Antoine Dariaux, A Guide to Elegance
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  Part1


  THE PEARL


  
    
      The pearl mussel of the British Isles (unio margaritifera) has a thick coarse and unsightly shell . . . it is sometimes twisted, distorted and barnacled.


      
        Kunz and Stevenson, The Book of the Pearl,1908

      

    

  


  



  Prologue


  Perthshire, July 1879


  The boys on Glencorrin green were hard at their evening football kick around, stripped to the waist with backs tanned like leather, their dusty shirts used for goalposts. The
  tallest of them by a head was standing poised in goal, his curly black hair damp with the heat of the day, when a voice called from the cottage gate down the lane summoning his attention.


  Jemmy, away and fetch yer pa in from the river, shouted Jean Baillie, his mother. Suppers in the pot and itll no keep till he graces us wi his
  presence.


  Many folks in the village of Glencorrin wondered why Jean Guthrie had taken such a man as Sam Baillie to her bed. Sure enough, he was a fine-looking man with a head of wild jet curls and a dark
  winsome eye. His son took after him. He wasnt afraid of hard graft in the forests, but in village eyes Sam was one of the tinker kind, and folks knew there was no holding them when the
  spirit put wanderlust in their feet.


  Im away this minute, Jem shouted, turning to answer her just as the ball flew past him and the opposition roared in victory. He grabbed his shirt with a shrug. Sorry,
  see yous all tomorrow. His mothers word was law.


  It was high summer in the forests around Perth and almost the shooting season, but there was a brief gap for haymaking and river fishing on the estate where the Baillies were employed. It was
  the nearest the villagers got to a holiday season. The banks of the river were full of campers and locals scouring the water for those special pearl mussels that might make them a fortune.


  Running down to the waters edge through a secret path hidden by the tall Scots pines with their scented needles and cones, Jem Baillie knew just the spot where his father had fished for
  pearls every summer, hidden from the travelling folk in their bendy tents and vardos. It was the dry season, when the river ran deep and calm in the centre and the camps used by the log floaters in
  the winter were now filled with pearl hunters paddling in the shallows in search of treasure.


  Jem loved the silence of the dark forests. His grandfather had worked those hidden places, hewing down the great pines while supervising the other river rats jumping the floating logs that were
  carried by the water in full spate to the lumber mills. That was autumn work when the season picked up, but until the beaters went out on the Glorious Twelfth, there was nothing to do but join his
  father in searching the riverbed for the secret hoard that would bring honey for their coarse oaten bread and provide them with strong boots for the snows to come.


  Jem was an only child. When Sam Baillie, an itinerant traveller stopped for the season on the lairds estate to be a hired hand, little did he know his wanderings would soon be over. When
  his tribe moved on he had already fallen for the quiet charm of Jean Guthrie who cleaned and served food in the shooting lodges. Shed borne him a fine son in her forties, a son they were
  trying to keep from the forest and the lairds employ by enrolling him in school as a pupil helper. Once school was out, Jem was away with his father fishing until it was dark. Sam Baillie
  was the undisputed king of the pearl fishers and Jem loved to watch him at work. He had the old way of doing things, the gypsy way. The right way, he was told.


  Never forget, son, yon pearl is a gift of nature, its Gods bounty and not to be squandered. You have to tease the shell open a wee bitty, not crush it, killing the creature
  inside like the farm boys do. Some of my own are no better. All those piles of rotting shells on the shoreline, kicking up a stink. Why kill the goose that lays the golden eggs?


  Jem caught sight of his father bent over, peering into the water using the wooden bucket with a glass bottom, searching down into the clear water. He was chest high in cold water.


  Any luck, the day? Jem yelled but his father was too busy to answer at first. He looked up and smiled.


  Give us a hand, laddie.


  Ma says its time you were out or youll catch yer death.


  Ach away . . . shes in here, I know it in ma bones. I had a dream last night. Shes waiting down there. Come in and see. Your young eyes are sharper than mine and my back is
  awful weary.


  Jem rolled up his britches, barefoot he waded in, taking hold of the shaft of the scraper with its hooks bent backwards to dislodge the mussel from its berth. He fished around with his feet
  through the stones and mud and sand, scraping up mussels to the surface, giving them to Sam to shove into the bag slung round his body, already weighed down with shells to be opened.


  Come on home, the stews in the pot. Jem was hungry.


  Howd yer whisht, Sam replied, coughing with a rasp that Jem hated to hear. Whats that down there, can you see, to the left of yon stone?


  Just an old twisty thing. Jem was feeling with his toes.


  Bring it up then.


  But its an old battered shell.


  Twisters are the best. Have I taught you nothing, son? They misshapes is there for a reason. Bring it up.


  The boy and the old man sat on the tussocky riverbank as Sam carefully opened up each mussel in turn, one by one, but there was nothing of note, just glistening molluscs. Some were useless and
  not worth opening so Jem threw them back. Two had small seed pearls, like tiny shot pellets. There was one shaped like a minute acorn, a type they called a barrel pearl. They would all go in
  Sams baccy tin to be sold in a job lot.


  Im starving, Pa. Lets away home or Ill get a row.


  Wait, its here, I know it is. I dreamt it. Sam forced open yet another misshapen shell with a hump on its back, fingering inside to see if there was anything hiding in the
  folds of flesh.


  Theres nothing. Jem was bored and his stomach was rumbling as he ferreted into the old shell he had brought out last, but then feeling something he pulled out what looked
  like a large white marble. His father took one look, crossing himself with a whistle. Praise be. Have you ever seen anything like that in all yer born days?


  Jem held the pearl in his palm. His heart was racing. Even he knew this was special, bigger than anything theyd ever found before. It was a perfect sphere and in the sunlight all the
  colours of the rainbow glinted from its smooth surface. Wait till Ma sees this.


  No, you tell no one. This is our secret. You know she can blether with the other wifies and then theyll all be wanting to know where we found this gem of gems. You can fish all
  your life and never find such a beauty. Its worth a kings ransom, laddie. I know it in ma bones and where theres one therell be others. The Lord be praised for he told
  it to me in a dream. This wee darling will change our lives, sure she will. Sam kissed the pearl.


  Jem could see the excitement on his fathers leathery face but he could also hear his breathlessness and the rattling cough in his chest. Pa was getting too old for standing in rivers and
  lugging logs. If this pearl would buy them warm winter clothes, a horse and cart then it would be worthwhile.


  Yet as they trudged back through the path and the needles scrunched under his bare feet, Jem sensed the thrill of the search. All the disappointment of finding empty shells was forgotten when
  you had such a miracle in your pouch. Did this mean their fortunes had changed for the better?
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  York, 1879


  The dawn light peeped through the hole in the curtain. It was Saturday again, the best day of the week for Greta Costello as she rolled off the bed board, trying not to wake
  her sister Kitty. Shed slept in again, leaving no time for a lick and a promise in the wash bowl as she threw on her thin striped shirt and cotton skirt, wrapping her crocheted shawl across
  her chest and pinning her thick black plaits over her head. She crept down the steep wooden stairs in her stockinged feet. The boots would be waiting, polished, or her brother Tom wouldnt be
  getting any spice.


  The tea was stewing on the embers of the banked-up fire but there was no time to linger. Mother was sleeping on the camp bed, she stirred as Greta lifted the latch of the door that opened
  straight out onto the darkened street. She hoped that Mr Abrahams had remembered to unlock his door.


  Greta scurried up Walmgate to the house of the old watchmaker, who lived across the River Foss in Aldwark, trying not to shiver in the dawn air. It was creepy in the first light; prostrate
  figures lay snoring in the doorways, mangy dogs scavenged for scraps. At least the laundry had been delivered before his Sabbath; a clean shirt, underclothes neatly pressed and mended. Mother
  always took care with his washing, keeping it separate, thankful for work at the end of the week rather than Monday. Living alone now, he always received them as if they were the Crown jewels,
  nodding his head in gratitude.


  Sometimes when she delivered them he was busy at his bench, curled over a watch repair with a candle lighting a globe of water acting as his magnifying mirror, looking up with tired lashless
  eyes and heavy lids. Ah, Margareta, is it that time already?


  She loved the special way he called her Margareta.


  Do you know it is the Greek word for a pearl, he told her umpteen times.


  Here she was thinking shed been named after the Blessed Margaret Clitherow of York, pressed to death between doors for sheltering a Jesuit priest in the bad old days, or so her father had
  once told her. Margaret was her Sunday saints name but Dad always called her little Greta and thats what she liked best. Today she was the Saturday girl who could escape the poor
  Irish quarter of the old city. Later she would make her way to Parliament Street, to the bustle of the market stalls where helping behind the scenes brought welcome treats for the family.


  But first she must attend to Mr Abrahams as his gentile Sabbath girl who lit his lamps before sundown on Friday night, made up his fire and lit it again on Saturday morning, made sure all his
  Sunday best was laid out while he slept and then topped up his special soup on the range to warm through. Mother had been happy to do this for a while but had been even happier to
  pass the task onto her eldest daughter when Greta turned fourteen.


  Saul Abrahams belonged to another world, a world of book learning and foreign languages. He was of the Jewish race and spoke Yiddish with his friends. He was a widower, frail and tired, who
  worked all day in his workshop room full of ticking clocks, some chiming at different times, others sitting silent and dusty, waiting for his magic touch.


  Greta lifted the latch and opened the door to Mr Abrahamss house. She revived his fire, making sure it was well stoked, and tidied round a little of the clutter. The house smelled of
  chalk, spirit, oil and polish. His bench was cluttered with eyeglasses, brushes and tools of all sizes. She liked to linger over his repairs, fingering the delicate files and instruments he used,
  examining a box of broken jewellery, bracelets and chains labelled for repair beside soldering irons and burner which she mustnt touch. She knew he would be doing no work today or any
  cooking until after sunset.


  Satisfied that the first task of the day was finished she left the house.


  It was time to rush to where the market stretched down the whole length of Parliament Street to help with the setting up of stalls. There was a blind basket maker who always needed a hand and
  some country butter makers who asked her to mind their babies while they set out their cheeses and butter pats. They knew she could be trusted behind the stalls. The vegetable growers also found
  her jobs: pulling off rotten cabbage leaves, unpacking boxes of fruit and putting the best specimens to the front of the stall.


  If she was lucky there were mugs of tea and buns, or perhaps a hunk of Wensleydale cheese which she slipped into her apron pocket along with the few pennies she gleaned for helping out.


  She avoided the drunks who thought any lass fair game. Costellos might be dirt poor but Mother warned her not to give any men the eye or they might think they could take her down the back alley
  and mess with her private parts. Some of her school friends had already gone down that slippery slope so on Friday nights, when the men had their pay packets, they were out on the town with painted
  faces.


  Greta knew she looked older than her years with her hair tied up. Her Irish colleen looks, with her tumble of black curls fizzing in the damp air and her bluebell-coloured eyes, often brought
  unwelcome attention. Nothing would make her go down such a seedy path. She had a nose for danger.


  As she watched the young shoppers with their mamas, wearing their fine gowns, and sporting perky hats from the smart millinery shops, it was hard not be envious. They didnt have to rise
  at the crack of dawn or spend the week with hands doused in scrubbing soap.


  The preacher at the Mission Hall told them that everyone was equal in the sight of the Lord, but not in York, they werent. You knew your place just by your address. Living off Navigation
  Road, Walmgate, might be within the city walls but it was a rat-infested, warren of back courts and dilapidated houses, full of Irish immigrants who came after the terrible potato famine years ago.
  Brendan Costello had worked as a navvy, building railways in Yorkshire. Hed earned a decent wage and found an English wife. Theyd been respectable, well shod and fed, living in clean
  rooms but his dying of the cholera fever changed everything. Now Gretas mother rented two flea-bitten rooms close to the wash house and the stand pipe so Mother could boil water in the
  copper and take in washing.


  Two of Gretas brothers died as babies and now there was just Tom and Kitty to feed and keep clean. It was hard in those damp rooms but let no one say Mother didnt try her best to
  keep them as they once were. There had been no chance of Greta staying on at St Margarets School when she was needed at home. Tom went out with the street boys collecting dog muck in pails
  to sell to the tanneries and he stunk to high heaven if they got in a silly fight. Even Kitty had to mind babies for a few pennies. Thats how they survived to the weekend.


  There were skivers like Nora Walsh who made her living reading palms and tea leaves, telling stuff and nonsense to wide-eyed biddies. Only the other day shed plonked herself down at their
  table to cadge a mug of tea and a bit of a craic while Mother was trying to press shirts.


  What can you see? Kitty asked, watching as the old woman swirled her mothers tea leaves round.


  Whisht . . . Im seeing. Youll no have far to find yer sorrows, Sadie, my girl. Nora sighed.


  I dont need you to tell me that. A husband taken before his time, two bairns dead of the fever, a house full of damp and vermin.


  Oh, itll get better, in time, I promise. Youll find comfort. Look.


  Greta was curious to know more.Read mine, then. Greta held out her cup, Nothing could be worse than the last years. Perhaps thered be good news for her too.


  And me, Kitty added, looking up from her chores.


  Youre both too young for such capers, Mother snapped. No tea leaves for them.


  No, its never too young to know your fate, Nora replied, putting down the cup. Let me look at the biguns hand. Im good with palms.


  I dont hold with tempting fate, putting ideas in her head. Leave her be.


  Greta stood up in a sulk. I never get any fun. My hands as good as anyone elses or is it all a trick?


  Oh, give the girl a go or therell be no peace.


  Widow Walsh examined Gretas long fingers, looking up at the girl. Gretas face was pink with expectation. The widow opened her mouth as if to speak and then shook her head. I
  cant see nothing, dearie. Its all gone cloudy. Perhaps another day.


  Greta knew Nora had seen something from the way she had changed the subject before turning away.


  Am I going to die young, then? Greta whispered, staring at her open palm.


  Of course not, look at that long lifeline and those fingers.


  Then what can you see?


  Nothing for you to be bothering about, just live out your span as it comes to you, but make good use of those long fingers. Whats for you will no go past you, child, so dont
  be in such a hurry. Thanks for the cuppa, Sadie, Ill be away to my own midden. With that Nora rose, leaving Greta and her mother staring at each other.


  Thats what comes of meddling in things that are not our concern, Mother said.


  Greta was busy searching her palms, wondering whether Nora knew something she didnt or if it all was just blarney, when she felt a hand on her shoulder.


  Hurry up there, lass, shouted a farmers wife, pulling Greta back from her daydream. Theres a customer waiting to collect her basket.


  Sorry, what do you want me to do next? The long day was dragging.


  Sweep and tidy up in the back, lift the crates on the cart. And sharp about it, girl, while its quiet.


  By packing-up time, she was bursting to find the convenience in Silver Street and be free to wander round the ancient streets with coins jangling in her pocket. She was in no hurry to go home
  for bathtime in the zinc tub. They had to be scrubbed up for Sunday school and spotless no matter what it cost Mother in soap and elbow grease.


  Greta took her usual zigzag route along the back streets to the heart of the old city. If you lived in York, you lived in many worlds, poor folk by the river, parsons by the Minster, soldiers in
  the barracks and shopkeepers open all hours. The walls of the city were like arms enclosing everyone and Greta loved going through the ancient city gates, shuddering at the thought of heads stuck
  on spikes for all to see in the olden days. There was the famous castle and parks to play in but it was the rows of higgledy-piggledy shops under the watchful eye of the Minster towers she was
  making for now; the shiny shops in Low Petergate and Stonegate full of beautiful hats, pictures, pretty pieces of furniture and, best of all, the shop windows full of sparkling jewels, ticking
  clocks, rings and necklaces.


  Greta knew every one of those windows and how their displays changed from season to season. It was hard not to stare as the elegant ladies and gentlemen arrived in their carriages, gliding
  through the hallowed doorways, waited on by men in dark coats and starched white shirts. She was invisible to them in her short grey cloak and patched skirt, stained from a days market work.
  She melted into the stone walls, letting them pass as she lingered by the windows, imagining what she would choose if she could have anything she wanted.


  Dreaming cost nothing but sometimes she stared at a window display for so long that an assistant would wave at her to move on. Youre blocking the view, girl. There was one
  jewellery shop in Stonegate where she never stopped, ever since that time when the owner had taken her by the arm and said, Dont think I dont know your little game. Off with
  you before I call the police for loitering with intent. Had he thought she was part of a gang sent out to spy on goods in the window when all she was doing was drinking in the pretty pearls
  and gold bracelets? Her face had flamed with embarrassment. She didnt choose to be poor.


  If only I could be a part of this world, she sighed, imagining a magical world far from the squalor of Walmgates back-to-back houses and noisy neighbours. Greta stared at her
  callused hands. Who would want hands like this? She recalled her daydream and wondered again what Widow Walsh had seen but had refused to tell her? Was there a better future waiting for her if only
  she could find it, a future where one day she would walk through those fine shop doors in furs and finery? The very thought of this made her ache with longing.


  She wanted a house with a proper fireplace with plenty of coal to warm them through, a bedroom of her very own and somewhere soft to sit of an evening, a larder full of food. It was this longing
  that was like a grit inside her. All that glitters isnt gold, went the proverb shed embroidered for the nuns. All that mattered was that Mother and the others were fed and strong
  enough to find work when the time came for them to leave school. Shed been taught that hard work and duty was its own reward, but there had to be more to life than that, some sparkle to lift
  your spirits out of these dung-covered streets. Beautiful objects that dazzled her eyes with colour and starlight, thats what she needed to brighten her life. How was she ever going to find
  those living off Navigation Road?


  It shouldnt matter, but in her heart she knew it did. The Costellos, through no fault of their own, were poor, back-street poor. Mother deserved more than what shed suffered and it
  was up to Greta to make something happen. Staring into shop windows wouldnt alter anything. Perhaps, she thought, her future was in these hands of hers. Perhaps if she tried to better
  herself, these hands would open a path to a better life for all of them, if only she knew how.


  



  2


  Perthshire, 1879


  On a bright July morning, Ebenezer Slinger was a young man on a mission to make his fortune securing the finest of Scottish pearls. Search and ye shall find, knock and it
  shall be opened up to you was his mantra. There was a spring in his step as he stepped off the train north for he sensed in his very bones they were here for his taking.


  Two days later he was having a bad day. Nothing had gone to plan and he hadnt made one decent purchase yet, just a few misshapes suitable for brooches and some dull sleepy pearls fit only
  for backing up cameos and mourning jewellery. Ebenezers sandy complexion did not suit the heat from sun on water. His face was covered in freckles and his moustache itched over burnt lips.
  It was too hot to be tramping along the River Tay in his thick tweed overcoat so he sat soaking his blistered feet in the cool river shallows, smarting at his lack of luck. Hed left his
  London shop suit in the lodging house in Perth in favour of britches and a large straw hat that helped him mingle in the pearling camps without attracting much attention. He could pass himself off
  as a surveyor on the railway taking a well-earned break in the hills. His coat he wouldnt part with so he rolled it up to use as a pillow rest under a tree but if the weather changed it kept
  out the harsh easterly wind.


  Ever since the pearl fever of the 1860s, many of the Scottish rivers were being fished out of mussels. He saw banks of broken shells piled up on the shingle that told their own tale of reckless
  fishermen gouging out the estuary beds in search of a quick sale. He cursed the Edinburgh dealer Moritz Unger whod picked up gems cheaply but then disappeared, bankrupt and owing thousands.
  Now everyone was wary of pearl dealers and demanded top prices in advance. It was better for the moment to disguise his intentions.


  The season was short in the summer and he recognized other pearl dealers tramping round the traveller camps for a quick exchange of cash for pearls. Farm boys and town lads with tents were
  lining the inland rivers hoping to make a fortune on their weekend jaunts.


  Eben was not downhearted. He was one of the best in the business. There was not a pearl of note that passed him by. He had learned his calling the hard way during a London apprenticeship,
  examining, selecting, grading pearls to be drilled through and strung into the finest of necklaces. Hed endured years of hard slog, constantly at the beck and call of a tyrant jeweller, but
  now he was ready to strike out on his own. He needed stock, quality stock, but more than that he needed a clutch of priceless pearls to warm his heart and set him up in business. So far these
  precious gems were illusive.


  He sat dangling his feet in the clear water, recalling his earliest memories of clutching at his mothers string of pearls. He had fallen in love with their lustre and subtle hues. They
  reminded him of her before she died, leaving him to the mercy of those two cold aunts. No mention was ever made of his father whod abandoned them before Eben was born. The only thing he had
  bequeathed him was his second name, Alfred.


  As a boy hed loved to read the legend of how the pearl oyster rose to the surface of the sea once a year to catch a drop of moon dew. His head told him this was unscientific nonsense but
  in his heart he wished it could be true. Out of such an ugly casing came the gift of a teardrop from the gods. In his eyes, the pearl was the queen of gems, which reminded him of his mother, and
  from those earliest years had grown his desire to know more about their history.


  Eben could repair a timepiece, solder gold links. He could assess a fine Ceylon sapphire, a Burmese ruby or a well-cut African diamond but there was only one gem that lifted his spirits. Now he
  was back in his old hunting ground ready for the chase.


  He smiled, knowing in the deep recesses of his old coat lay a nest of pearls in a chamois leather pouch that no pickpocket would ever reach without having his throat cut.


  It never paid to look prosperous. Scots were a suspicious lot and his Sassenach accent raised suspicion. He was still young enough to look like any other office boy off to chance his luck in the
  fast-flowing rivers of Perthshire. It was his intention to take lodgings not just for the season but to stay on and wander around the farmsteads in the winter months when trade would be easier to
  come by. Housewives needed shoes and tweeds, coats for their offspring, he reckoned. Selling a few good pearls was an easy way to augment the family coffers. That was the time to get a bargain.


  He consoled his conscience with the thought that he was only doing what others in the trade were doing. He was what they called canny. He struck a hard bargain but his prices were fair enough,
  though woe betide any fool who tried to foist fakes on him: alabaster beads covered in salmon skin paste. He recognised the dull shadings of a sleepy pearl fit only for background
  decoration or ground up for medicines in the Orient to treat yellow eye and snake bites. He could also spot the real thing so it wasnt his fault if the seller had no idea of the value of
  what he held in his hand or if the pearls had been mishandled. Ignorance was no excuse in his trade. Ignorance was stupidity. If someone spent all day fishing these river mussels and gave them no
  respect, then he didnt enlighten them.


  How could anyone treat a precious pearl with careless abandon, scratching the surface, squashing them together in a tin? He had heard one of the greatest pearls ever to see daylight was ruined
  because it was baked for a meal and only found when eaten. How Eben yearned to find a rarity so fine all the world would come to his door; kings, maharajahs, empresses, all coming to be in its
  presence and buy from his emporium.


  Hed learned early that no jewel could bring warmth to a cold heart and an unloving embrace, that no pearl ever cured his mothers madness or stopped his father from deserting them.
  Yet in the calm beauty of a fine pearl there was cheer and the opportunity to become rich and respected in the trade. Now the search for such treasures was taking over his life.


  In his mind, pearls were symbols of love and perfection, purity and wisdom. Even the Bible said the same thing and hed read that those who were born in the pearl month of June were the
  luckiest in life. He sighed, hoping this was true as it was also the month of his birth. Suddenly he jerked his attention back to the riverbank. Sitting daydreaming wouldnt make his fortune
  so he dried his swollen feet, gathered his knapsack and coat and headed onwards to find the nearest inn. He smiled, knowing that thirsty campers full of strong ale were always in need of silver and
  not too fussy about the price they got for their days pearl fishing.
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  As the summer faded into golden-leafed autumn, Sam Baillies cough grew worse and no amount of Jeannies hedge doctoring could shift the phlegm or the shivers. Jem
  feared for his father. They had told no one of their rich find and Sam, like a man possessed, returned again and again to the same spot just in case there was another gem to be found but his hoard
  yielded just a few button-sized pearls, nothing to compare with the dream pearl Jem had found all those weeks ago. The winds blew over the river, swirling up the silt and making it run brown with
  mud. Sam took to his bed and Jem was afraid his father would not see another summer.


  The lairds guns were out in the bracken and Jem skipped school to help out, much to the school masters dismay. He knocked on the door demanding an explanation. Young James
  should be at his desk not tramping the forest. I had him for college in Dundee or Edinburgh. He would then see you in comfort, Mistress Baillie.


  Ill see what I can do, Jean promised in a whisper knowing full well that Sam would not last the winter and thered be precious little to be spending on books and education.
  She covered her husband tenderly but it brought him no comfort from the shivering.


  Send for the doctor, Jem ordered.


  Hell no come out this far to see him. Well take him into town. But both of them knew Sam was too ill to travel in a cart.


  When his mother left the room, Jem sat by the narrow bed and whispered to his father. Its time to sell yon pearl. We have to buy you medicines. Then next summer youll be
  back by the river and Ill do the fishing for you.


  Ive done my last fishing, son. Its enough to have found such a queen of the river. All yer life you can tramp and never have a moment like ours. Sam smiled up at his
  sons worried face, his eyes glassy with fever.


  Im for the next journey to Tir Na Og, the land far away. You must take care of Queenie, shell be yours when Im a goner.


  Dont talk like that. Jem tried to protest but he could see his father fading away before his eyes.


  Look after yer mother and see her right. Then go and see the world for yourself, go travel and find Queenie some mates. Youre the lucky one, Jem. This is yours by right, you found
  her and she will bring you good fortune.


  Ach, away with you! What good is it sitting in the pouch when she can buy medicines and cures.


  Too late for all that, as you know fine. I want you to have an eddicashun so no one will cheat you. Theres few more good pearls in ma box. Promise me to get yerself some learning,
  you never know when it will serve you well.


  Whats he blethering about now, Jemmy? His mother was now hovering in earshot.


  Hes away with the faeries. His fevers up and Im afeard for him.


  That night Jem and his mother took turns to sit with Sam, covering him with plaids and blankets, anything to sweat out the fever, giving him sips of feverfew tea which he spat out for its
  bitterness. His mother felt Pas feet and legs. They were cold as ice and she shook her head. Jem sat by his side into the wee small hours, his eyes heavy, until he woke in the dawn and his
  fathers hand was cold. His mother was weeping.


  Its just the two of us now, she cried. How will we get by?


  Jem sat holding her hand, knowing he must see to his mother. Theres some pearls in the chest. Well get by. I can work on the estate, lopping branches, barking logs and
  building up the banks for the log rolling. We wont starve.


  But what about yer schooling?


  Thats over and done with. He sighed with relief that he could take over his fathers work but there was a sadness too. His chance to travel and see far off places was
  gone now. He would have to wait and see his mother safe and warm. When she left the room he searched in the wooden press for the little tin of pearls but it wasnt there. His father must have
  put them in his old wooden travelling box with the lock. All he found in his pas jacket were a few coins and a clay pipe. He touched the pipe, knowing it would never glow by the camp
  firelight again, and wept for the loss of such a good man. The heaviness of grief covered him like a blanket. Jem sobbed, knowing that at sixteen he was now man of the house.
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  York, 1879


  One afternoon, Sadie Costello found a pair of Mr Abrahamss socks lost down the side of the copper boiler in the outhouse. Be a love, Greta, and see that he gets
  these, Ive darned the hole in the heel. Check on him for me. I dont think the old gent is looking after himself in this cold weather.


  Greta needed no excuse to visit, curious to see him at his daily work. There was something about that workroom full of clocks and instruments that fascinated her. It was a wet day in late
  October and through the dusty window she could see the old man bent over the bench, his wispy hair tucked under his black skull cap. She tapped the glass and waved.


  Margareta, my dear, what brings you out on a cold day? Come in, come in, he said in a breathless voice, beckoning her through the door.


  The house was chilled and there was no fire in the grate, as Mother had feared. Greta produced the missing stockings, hand knitted in the finest wool, showing him the darning.


  I must pay your mother for her kindness.


  No, no, she repeated Mothers words. This is too fine to lose.


  Adah, my wife, could knit as fine as a spiders web. He sighed. She had such fingers for the needle. I miss her so. Would you like to see her lace work? Come, see in
  the living room. I have some things of hers about me for comfort.


  The old man showed Greta through to the little parlour which was crammed with heavy draperies and tall dark furniture. It smelt of tobacco and neglect and the dust made Greta sneeze. On the
  chair backs were lace cloths, yellowed with age. There was a photograph of a woman with a little boy in a tarnished silver frame.


  Ah, Benjamin. Mr Abrahams shrugged his shoulders at the picture. He went to America on a ship. We never heard from him again. It broke his mothers heart. Adah was my
  helpmeet and my hand worker. He sighed. She could string pearls, sort and grade stones with those long fingers of hers and had that special eye for quality, better than any
  apprentice. Now my fingers are stiff for such work. The dust caught his chest and he coughed.


  Can I make you a drink while I am here? Greta offered, not wanting to leave him in the damp chill. When he accepted she went through to the back room. The range was almost out so
  she banked it up high and put on the kettle. You sit down, sir.


  I havent time to be ill. I have a box full of repairs. Its the season for balls in the Assembly Rooms and everyone wants their finery on show. Why they leave it all to the
  last minute Ill never know, but business is business and Sol Landesmann is a good friend who sends work my way. I dont want to let him down.


  Soon the fire was rising. Mr Abrahams had a tap inside his scullery. She wished they had the same. You could do with some help, sir, she offered, seeing the clutter and stale
  plates. We should wash your lace work.


  No, no, leave things as they are, he replied. But I see you have long fingers just like my wife. I wonder . . . He paused. Would you be willing to learn to
  string beads of jet or stones? Its skilled work, you need a good eye and steady hands. I could do with some help and one day you could be a pearl stringer. I cant pay you much.
  He looked down at his own swollen hands. Look at these clumsy stubs, how they shake and my thumbs go stiff . . . old age is not for cowards, my dear, and it comes not alone, they say.
  He coughed again.


  You must have some of my mothers elderberry cordial. Its good for a chesty cough. Ill bring some next time.


  Greta heard the kettle rattling on the hob. She knew to give him tea with no milk. She saw how his hands shook when she passed over the chipped cup. Id like to learn something but
  I have to ask my mother first.


  Shes a good woman. If you come to help here, I will pay extra for my laundry. What I can teach you might help you when Im gone. It would certainly lighten my load but I
  understand if you dont think it is proper for a young girl.


  Oh, its not that, Id like to come and help.


  Your mother would not object to working for a Jew? You are Catholics.


  Not exactly, she replied blushing, knowing they were neither one thing nor another. My father was Irish born but Mother makes us go to the Mission Hall. They helped us when
  he died. I have a brother and sister to mind so Ill have to ask her permission.


  You do right to respect your mothers wishes. If only Benny had done the same . . . but there is no pain on earth like a thoughtless child. I will write a letter to your mother so
  that she knows the terms, Margareta.


  Mr Abrahams sat with his tea, nodding his head and smiling while Greta busied herself with chores. How strange that in the space of one wet afternoon she was beginning a strange apprenticeship,
  all on account of a pair of lost socks. Now why didnt Nora Walsh see all this in her palm?


  In the following weeks, Greta began her training in old Abrahamss workshop, first tidying his bench then watching how he cleaned and oiled each piece of a watch,
  standing back while he soldered on broken links and fixed loose clasps on bracelets and chains. In her spare moments she made sure his rooms were clean. She aired the dusty furniture and checked
  there was food in his cupboard.


  One morning he sat her down with a box of beads and a tray, showing her how to sort its contents by size and shape and how to use a tiny needle to string the beads together with waxen
  thread.


  Always the best in the centre, the finest you have. He showed her some Whitby jet beads. These stones came from the Yorkshire coast. Since our queen has been in mourning,
  everyone wants a brooch or a ring in black stones. Then he demonstrated how slack strings would weaken the thread and catch on things. He was so busy with watches, cleaning, oiling, that it
  gave her time to practise all he was teaching her, sometimes scattering parts on the floor when her mind wasnt on the job. It was not as easy as it looked.


  The jeweller who supplied Mr Abrahams with repairs looked in one lunchtime, surprised to see a girl by his side. Whats this, Saul, and a goy too. Apprenticeships are for
  boys . . .


  This is Margareta, my eyes and hands. Shes going to make a good stringer. Her family have been very kind, he replied, knowing she was listening. Greta could see Landesmann
  was not impressed, looking down at her threadbare dress and soiled apron with a sniff.


  Be careful or she might rob you blind, he muttered in Yiddish. She needed no translation to sense what he was saying. She edged back out of the room.


  Take no notice of that old skinflint, Abrahams said when the man had left. If I didnt need his work . . . Some people see only evil in this world,
  never the good in folk. He could see that Greta was close to tears, embarrassed.


  By the way, I hope you wont be offended at this suggestion but I have some of Adahs garments, dresses and stuff, in a trunk. They will be turning to dust if I dont
  part with them soon. Do you think your mother might like to make something of them? The materials are good. She had a good eye for quality in everything. He sighed. Please help
  yourself. Adah would love to know they were put to good use so, please, go, see upstairs.


  Greta climbed the steep stairs to the bedroom above the workshop. There were several large cupboards and a trunk which she opened, sneezing from the pungent stench of camphor balls in her
  nostrils. The box was crammed with clothes: woollen dresses, a cloak, black skirts and light cotton shirts, a silk two-piece, hand sewn and old fashioned, but she knew all of this could be
  transformed. Her heart leapt at such a wealth of choices. There would be clothes for all seasons for Kitty, for all of them. She clambered downstairs. Are you sure? Theres a stall in
  the market that sells . . .


  The old man threw his hands up in horror. No! Adahs clothes are not to be fought over by dealers. I just thought . . . but if they are not suitable . . .


  Please, sir, they are a gift to be treasured. You have no idea how welcome theyll be to us. You are too kind. Gretas tears rolled down her cheeks. She had not wished
  him to think her ungrateful.


  Say no more then. Its a relief. I would hate to see vultures picking over our home when I am gone. Better to let things go now and have the pleasure of giving you warmth in these
  cold winters. Off you go. Tomorrow you will learn about pearls.
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  Greta struggled home with a pillowcase full of Adahs cast offs. It felt like Christmas in the old days when there was money from the railways, meat on the table and
  little gifts for each of them. Working in the same old shirt and shabby skirt, shawl and bonnet day after day made her long for something smarter, something more suitable for an apprentice. She
  wanted a dark dress with a proper collar and a warm winter cloak like the girls who worked in the factories or shops. How could you work with pearls if you looked like a pig swiller?


  Kitty! Look what Ive been given, she shouted into the living room, spilling the garments onto the floor. What do you think?


  Kitty came rushing down the stair to see what Greta had brought. Seeing the pile of clothes she started ferreting through them, then jumped back putting her fingers over her nose. This is
  all old-fashioned stuff and it smells of mothballs.


  Dont you be so ungrateful. Think what Mam can do with these. Greta gathered the clothes up one by one, measuring the yards of useful material. Beggars cant be
  choosers and these will keep us warm all winter. Theres tweed and wool and good cambric and crpe.


  Bagsy I have the cloak then. Kitty grabbed the plaid waist-length cloak.


  No, I need that and its too big for you.


  There you go, you allus get first pickings. Kitty threw it back at her in a strop.


  Cos Im a working girl now, Greta argued. When its your turn . . .


  Ill just get your shabby leftovers. Kitty rooted through the dresses sniffing. Im having this then. One day Im going to wear the finest silks and
  satins, just you wait.


  Wait and see what Mam says, shes the best sewer. Greta wasnt going to let Kitty maul her bounty any more. She could be such a sulky little cow when thwarted.


  Sadie came home tired after her laundry round, but her eyes lit up at the sight of Gretas unexpected present. Where did this lot come from?


  Greta told her about Adahs wardrobe stuffed with clothes.


  He cant bear to part with them and yet he gave you all these? I dont like the sound of that. What will folk think?


  Why should they know once they are altered? We can help you do it. I want to wear summat decent for work.


  Im not sure. Her mother hesitated. I was going to tell you that Ma Bellerby at the Goat and Feathers needs you to look after her bairns full time. Youre so
  good with little ones.


  Greta looked up in horror. You cant make me go to that awful gin palace. Shes that rough and theres always fighting. I like it with Mr Abrahams. Hes promised
  to teach me threading and thats a respectable trade.


  Its not proper you staying there all hours. I dont want you getting a bad name and wearing a dead womans fancy dresses.


  But, Mam, hes old and tired and this was a gift. He didnt want to sell her clothes. We cant afford to refuse, can we? How can I take all this and then up sticks and
  leave him? Greta prayed her mother would see the sense of her pleading.


  Greta and her mother worked by lamplight into the small hours, unpicking, ironing out the fabric, cutting a pattern then pinning the pieces into place until theyd
  fashioned one neat green skirt. Mam was careful to make sure the pieces of fabric that were shiny or faded were used in a side pocket where it would not be noticeable. She also turned the fabric
  inside out so the texture was brighter. Kitty sulked all evening. Id look better in that than our Greta. My red hair shows the green off. She looks too plain.


  Shut up and go to bed if youve nothing better to say, Greta snapped knowing Kitty was indeed the prettier of the two of them. Youll get your turn.


  I never get anything new. Its not fair.


  Lifes not fair, young lady, or why would we be stuck in this midden of a back yard?


  Mothers words silenced Kitty but Greta couldnt wait for first light to show off her new skirt to her employer. Over the next few weeks they could make her a whole working wardrobe
  of clothes but the skirt would do for now. Perhaps one day she could work anywhere in this neat ensemble, even among the pearls shops of Stonegate. To think she would be working with pearls. They
  were round like little moons, creamy as milk teeth. She couldnt wait to touch them.


  Now, young lady, show me your hands, Abrahams ordered the next day. How rough they are from all that washing but theyll do. Oily hands are no good
  for my pearl repairs. He lifted a clutch of pearls out of velvet cloth. Each one of these is a gift of nature, the tears of the gods. Good pearls are cold to the touch, here feel for
  yourself.


  Greta felt the cool round texture in her palm. Where do they come from?


  They are from inside the shell of an oyster or mussel. When a bit of grit gets under its shell the oyster coats it with layer after layer of nacre, or mother-of-pearl. She grows the pearl
  like a baby in the womb. You could open a thousand shells and never find anything better than these. He pointed to the pearls in Gretas cupped hand.


  But we sell mussels and oysters on the market to eat? Greta was puzzled.


  Pearls in this country come from special mussels, Margarita margaritifera, they grow in freshwater riverbeds and in estuaries. All over the world there are different mollucs
  producing pearls in all the colours of the rainbow and most come out of the deep seas of the Orient. Divers swim down to collect them.


  He brought out a necklace for her to hold under the light. This necklace is weak and needs to be restrung and the clasp needs tightening. You must watch and work with other beads before I
  can let you loose on such a precious item but perhaps one day . . . Its delicate work for tired eyes but it must be done.


  Greta watched how he shed the pearls onto a tray, one by one in order of size, with such a tenderness of touch. We must not damage the pearl or bruise its surface. He took off his
  glasses and smiled. I always think, without the grit there would be no pearl. Sorrows have a way of strengthening the heart, never forget that, child.


  She was concentrating on sorrows of her own as she polished the beads, ready to practise her own knotting. She tried not to think of her mothers threat about working for old Ma Bellerby
  instead of Mr Abrahams. How could she tell him this news when she was enjoying this so much? Mr Abrahams, she blurted out, if I could come every day how long would it take to
  be trained up?


  He looked up, seeing the worry on her face. Whats the trouble?


  She spilled out all her mothers words and the threat hanging over her. I dont want to spend my day scrubbing and cleaning. I want to do something like this, skilled work, a
  proper trade, but Mother thinks its not proper . . . for a girl like me.


  He peered over his steel-rimmed spectacles at her. Then well have to find a way for you to stay here. I will speak with your mother and explain. She has obviously misunderstood my
  intentions. Perhaps along with your little sister you could come and keep house here, live-in like a proper apprentice, and in the evenings we will conquer the art of pearl stringing. If I can make
  a good stringer out of you, you will never be out of work, believe me.


  Greta sank back in relief. This was perhaps as close as shed ever get to the shops in Stonegate with their beautiful jewellery and shining gems, but to work with these delicate objects
  was wonderful. To touch the gold and the pearls made her forget the mud and chill bleakness of the Walmgate streets, transporting her into another life. Perhaps her hands were her fortune after
  all.
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  Perth, 1879


  It was the week before Christmas when Eben Slinger made his last tramp round the villages, knocking on doors, showing them his card which read:


  
    
      Ebenezer Slinger, Esq. of London


      DEALER IN FINE PEARLS AND OBJETS DART


      Good prices given for the genuine article

    

  


  No one was willing to open their latch to him in Glencorrin except when he came to a small lime-washed cottage at the end of a lane, set back from the road, little more than a
  but and ben. It looked faded and the garden ill kempt. Hed asked at the post office about the families who lived locally and the cheery wifie had told him that the woman down the lane had
  been recently bereaved. Her son was in the forest working for the laird. Their name was Baillie, which hed recognized as a travelling family name. Shed told him they were keen pearl
  fishermen. Eben was well rehearsed by the time he reached the door. It was opened by a grey-haired widow in black with a white cap on her head. Mistress Baillie, I am sorry to interrupt your
  daily work but I wondered if I might have a word concerning your late husband.


  Oh aye? Her eyes were sharp but glassy.


  It has come to my notice that he was a keen fisherman, famed in the district for his collection of river pearls.


  So what if he was? Its no any of yer business, young man. She made to shut the door.


  Eben held out his card. Madam, dont be alarmed. I am aware of many charlatans parading themselves as pearl dealers of repute but here are my references. I collect only the best and
  I give a good price for decent-sized gems. As you will see, here is a letter from the Laird of Kinloch himself recommending my services. He thrust the letter under her nose trusting that her
  ability to read without spectacles was non-existent, if she could read at all. She glanced briefly at it, unsure now, and the door stayed ajar.


  I know, what with winters being harsh in these parts and the festive season upon us again, that many folk like a little extra siller to make ample provisions for Ner Day. He
  tried to use the local dialect to reassure his customers.


  Aye, it comes gey pricey but its my son who deals with all that. Youll have to speak to him.


  Sadly I must leave for London to see my family. Today is my last day, he lied, making to leave.


  Ach, come away in and Ill see what I can find. Theres no much left now to my knowledge. She left him standing in the kitchen next to the open hearth with its reek of
  peat smoke, the iron pot was simmering over the fire. There was a box bed cut into the wall and a shelf over the chimney. He had see many such humble dwellings on his travels in the north but Scots
  were canny with their money, didnt splash out on fancy decorations.


  I cannae find much. She was rooting in a wooden box. Just these wee things in the baccy tin. They were the usual modest seed pearls hed seen all season.


  Hmm, he sighed, disappointed. Ive got my fair share of these. I was looking for something bigger. Perhaps theres others down at the bottom? He watched
  her pulling out smaller bags.


  Ive not been in this kist since my poor husband passed away. You should ask Jemmy but he works in the forest at the logging. I dont like to pry but you can see . .
  .


  Whats in there? Ebens eyes latched onto a smooth leather pouch with a drawstring. Can you just have a peep in there?


  The widow opened the leather pouch and spilled out what looked like a white marble. Eben felt his heart racing at what he was seeing. His mouth went dry with excitement but he forced himself to
  stay calm.


  I think this is quite a nice one, Mistress Baillie. It would make a fine drop for a necklace. Can I hold it?


  He lifted it with tenderness and pulled out his tiny weighing scales. Almost the size of a paragon, a gem above all others, it weighed over 80 grams by the look of it, perfect in its roundness
  and shape, no surface blemishes. The lustre of it flickered in the firelight.


  I can offer you twenty guineas for this specimen, he whispered, knowing such a sum was a years wage for some in this district. He smiled. Its brightened my day
  to see such beauty. Where did your husband fish it out?


  I dinnae ken, sir, pearls are no my concern but Jemmy will know it fine.


  Unfortunately my train leaves this afternoon, mistress. I could stretch to twenty-five, if that would help things along. He could see her hovering over the enormity of his offer,
  temptation fighting with caution. He rose to leave.


  Oh there you go. She placed the pearl into his sweating palm. Therell be plenty more where that came from. She sighed. A bird in the hand is worth more
  . . . Goodness knows we need the siller enough.


  Precisely. He smiled, holding his breath as he counted out twenty-five gold sovereigns from his inside pocket, placing each one into her hand. Youll have a fine
  Hogmanay with this, he said with relief. There was nothing like the feel of gold in the palm to close a sale.


  Och, no, this is to give Jem his education like my Sam would want. He will be mighty pleased I found this.


  Eben swallowed the guilt, knowing what value this superb specimen might reach on the open market. Thats very noble, Mistress Baillie. I wish you good day and the seasons
  felicitations . . .


  She nodded, waving him from the door, no doubt bursting until her son returned home to tell him her good news. Eben walked away quickly through the village to the
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