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      Lillian Beckwith

    


    Lillian Comber wrote fiction and non-fiction for both adults and children under the pseudonym Lillian Beckwith. She is best known for her series of comic novels based on her time living on a croft in the Scottish Hebrides.


    Beckwith was born in Ellesmere Port, Cheshire, in 1916, where her father ran a grocery shop. The shop provided the background for her memoir About My Father’s Business, a child’s eye view of a 1920s family. She moved to the Isle of Skye with her husband in 1942, and began writing fiction after moving to the Isle of Man with her family twenty years later. She also completed a cookery book, Secrets from a Crofter’s Kitchen (Arrow, 1976).


    Since her death, Beckwith’s novel A Shine of Rainbows has been made into a film starring Aidan Quinn and Connie Nielsen, which in 2009 won ‘Best Feature’ awards at the Heartland and Chicago Children’s Film Festivals.
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            Bandruidh (Bandroo)
Beannachd leat! (Byannack let!)
Kelpie (Kelpy)
Mho ghaoil (Mo gale)
Oidhche mhath! (Oi-she-va!)
Slainte mhath! (Slanjy va!)
Strupach (Stroopak)
Tha e breagh! (He breeah!)


          

          	

            a witch
farewell!
a water sprite
my dear
good night!
good health!
a cup of tea and a bite to eat
good day!


          

        


      

    


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    When she reached the path that led to the corrie Anna Matheson paused, steadying her quick breathing as she scanned the meandering sheep track up which she had just climbed. Below, the glen, spread with outcrops of bare rock and sad patches of spring-burned heather, looked desolate as it swooped to meet the relatively fertile area of crofting land where the low stone-built houses of the crofters with their assortment of outbuildings ranged themselves in a random way to overlook the bay. Some of the houses were huddled together – the result of crofts having been apportioned into smaller and yet smaller units so as to ensure an equal division of inheritance among a family of sons; others stood in comparative isolation as if proclaiming that for one reason or another their owners had wished to distance themselves from their neighbours. Anna’s own home was such a one. Her eyes picked it out and dwelt on it with distaste. A slouch of a house she had always thought it, its walls showing no trace of the regular limewashing which neatened the other homesteads. Stained dark with the neglect of years it looked as if it might, only recently, have heaved itself out from its surround of puddled earth. Rejecting it, she shivered and, pulling her shawl more cosily around her shoulders as a defence against the increasingly restive breeze, let her gaze move slowly over the crofts, their individual boundaries identifiable only by piecemeal earth and stone dykes which themselves straggled uphill until they gave way to the sturdy post-and-wire fence erected by the authorities to separate the cultivated land from the common grazing of the moors. For some seconds her gaze lingered until, as if irresistibly, it was drawn to follow the twisting, flinty road along which, only a few hours earlier, she had witnessed the procession of black-clad mourners solemnly bearing the coffin of her husband on its way to the waiting, newly dug grave.


    Anna’s face was bleak as she focused on the small burial ground marked only by sparse, deformed trees, hardy survivors of the rectangular plantation of conifers which a former laird had optimistically tried to grow with the intention that they would provide a degree of shelter and seclusion for the graves. But the laird had been a sassenach, a ‘come and go man’, unfamiliar with the savagery of Hebridean gales. Now the plantation was little more than stunted trunks and denuded branches, leaving the burial ground distinguishable from the encircling moors only by an obsequial greenness which, like a drape of cerecloth, continued to preserve the close-crowded mounds from the invasive tactics of heather and bracken.


    Dragging her eyes away from it, Anna became aware that emotion, not exertion, was quickening her breath again and, fearing that even at such a distance so subdued a reaction might be detectable by some hidden observer, she willed herself to take slow, calming breaths. Turning her back on the burial ground, on the crofts and on the houses, she looked up at the tumbled cragginess that edged the skirts of the steeply rising hills. With sudden decision she went forward, carrying on until she reached the corrie, seeking its concealment before she again paused motionless, to stare fixedly ahead in the attitude of one experiencing, or expecting to experience, some kind of revelation. After a few seconds she closed her eyes, and the hand which had been clutching her shawl relaxed, allowing the breeze to lift the shawl from her shoulders and waft it heedlessly to the ground. Through her body ran a strange, ecstatic tremor which, like an injection of some drug, seemed to be loosening the tautness that for so long had clogged her senses. Her chin lifted and, as she peered abstractedly at the shaft of sky above the narrow corrie, her lips, tightened by the cynicism of the years, softened to release a broken sigh.


    But there were no tears in Anna’s eyes and no weeping in her heart as she yielded herself to the caress of the sweet, wild wind from the hills.


    Anna had hated her husband, hated him with a steady yet passionless hatred that had implanted itself all too soon after their marriage. Never at any time had she pretended to any affection for him; nor for that matter had he troubled to pretend the slightest affection for her. Theirs had been, unequivocally, a marriage of pure convenience with no illusions on either side. Given the choice, Anna would have much preferred to have acted as her husband’s housekeeper rather than be, even nominally, his wife, but the choice wasn’t open to her. They had been imprisoned by the convention that required a man and a woman not related by birth but yet sharing a home to regularize the situation in the eyes of the minister, the neighbours and their God, in that order, by pledging themselves to each other in holy matrimony no matter how spurious their vows might be. Anna had been courageous enough to want to defy convention but her husband had had his own reasons for insisting on marriage, and because at the time there had appeared to be no acceptable alternative she had reluctantly agreed. She had had ten bitter years to regret her capitulation.


    Retrieving her shawl, she again draped it around her shoulders, hugging it across her chest as a protection against the strengthening wind. Slowly she began to retrace her footsteps, but at the entrance to the corrie, instead of continuing the descent to the sheep track which would lead her back to her home, she lowered herself onto a lichen-cushioned boulder, well screened from possible observers while providing her with an early glimpse of anyone approaching. Here she sat in statue-like stillness until the breeze, teasing her hair, coaxed several tendrils from beneath the net in which she had tried to capture her unruly bun. She tucked them back but again they broke loose, and at last she exasperatedly tore off the net and, pulling out the pins, unshackled the tawny tresses for the breeze to have its way with them. The resulting coolness on her scalp was almost heady in its effect. She glanced guiltily in the direction of the village. She must remind herself to constrain her hair before she returned. A woman of her age with wildly flowing hair, particularly on the day of her husband’s funeral, would lead them to suspect she had gone mad. But not yet would she confine it, she told herself. Not yet, she resolved, and raked her fingers through her still thick hair so that it could blow about even more freely.


    After a few minutes she slid down beside the boulder to settle herself more comfortably on a cushion of dry moss and, as she looked out across the grey and silver-seamed sea towards the sharp-etched islands which prefaced the horizon, it seemed to her that her mind, slowly uncoiling itself from its self-imposed confinement, was beginning to stretch itself, inciting her memory to range back over her life before Black Fergus, and subsequently hate, had entered into it.


    Achingly she recalled her childhood home and the serenity and trust that had enfolded it. She saw her mother, the fine skin of her face creased only by gentle smile lines and her eyes invariably lit with affection even when she found it necessary to chide Anna or her young brother Mata over some misdemeanour. She thought of her father whose stern religious beliefs had made him a revered but often intimidating presence, though she had to admit his domination of the household had been upheld more by frequent biblical quotations rather than by harsh words or actions. Her mind’s eye formed a vivid picture of the nightly ritual: her father sitting at the kitchen table with the Gaelic Bible open in front of him, his head haloed by the lamplight as he read aloud the chosen chapters. It was these nightly bible readings which from an early age had inured Anna to sitting completely still for long periods at a time, since the slightest tendency to fidget not only earned the culprit a severe look but, because her father had then insisted on reverting to the beginning of the chapter, had also led to an even longer period of submission. Again in the morning they had sat reverently while he had spoken the prayers that unfailingly preceded breakfast. No matter how sleepy-eyed or hungry she or Mata might have been, the rule was inflexible. There could be no hurrying over prayers even when only a few minutes remained before they had to rush off to school. Breakfast could be skimped or even missed altogether. Prayers never.


    Theirs had been a repressive childhood though they had not recognized it as such. They had never glimpsed a different way of life; no child of their acquaintance knew more freedom than they. Repression was as much part of their daily life as were the clothes they wore; it hovered over the whole community, constraining to varying degrees every member of it from childhood to old age, curbing every emotion but piety. There was no escape from its hold save by leaving the island altogether.


    Continuing to make a series of forays into her memory, she recalled how when she and Mata were younger they had run wild over the moors, their faces almost always crimsoned by the stinging wind, their bare legs tingling from the friction of the spiky heather. The image came so sharply into her mind that it seemed to Anna that the lissomeness of her youth was again coursing through her limbs, giving her the sensation that she could, at that moment, leap up and run as lightly as she had all those years ago. The sensation persisted until she consciously stifled it, telling herself that, though hard work and plain fare had ensured she had retained her slim body and lightness of foot, lissomeness had congealed into a heavy listlessness.


    She thought of times when she and Mata had joined the other children of the village for the annual expeditions to collect seagulls’ eggs. How agilely they had scrambled and climbed up and across the cliffs to reach the nests; the sound of their excited chattering echoing among the rocks as they compared their success seemed to ring in her ears.


    For much of their childhood she and Mata had sought no company but that of each other. Despite Mata being several years her junior they had been good enough companions. Together they had fished for brown trout in the burns and, when the sea was calm, they had fished off the rocks for wrasse and cuddies. Had those hours been as sunlit and pleasant as she now imagined them to have been, she wondered? Had their mother been as pleased as she pretended when they proudly presented her with their catch? On warm summer days they had wandered happily together picking blaeberries and, later, brambles, gorging themselves on the juiciest berries and taking home only the less tempting ones to be made into jam. The cooler days of autumn had brought nutting time when she and Mata had joined with the other children for the long trek to the woods where they had picked the soft, unripe nuts from the trees, filling their pockets with them and eating them until their stomachs were stuffed so full only the long trek back home restored their appetite for food.


    Thumbing over the pages of her memory, Anna was reminded that most of her free time had been taken up by croft work. Like all crofter children, as soon as they could be trusted to look after themselves, she and Mata had been required to share in the work of the croft to the limit of their young strength. From an early age they had been allotted simple tasks like feeding the poultry, chasing away marauding sheep and goats and rounding up straying cattle; but as they grew older so had more and more work been expected of them. When it was time for peat digging they had joined in, happily knowing it spelled the end of the gloom and short days of winter. Standing barefoot in the black bog and throwing out the spongy peats as they were cut was a satisfying thing to do, and later, after they had helped with the lifting and stacking of the dry peats, they had helped carry them home, the task developing into a light-hearted contest with other children as to which of them could carry the greater number of peats in their specially woven creels. They had taken their place at the communal potato planting; at haymaking time they had raked and turned and cocked the scythed hay; when the corn was ripe they had worked beside their parents, gathering the cut corn into sheaves which they then tied ready for stocking as soon as the sun had dried them.


    As she recalled the work she recalled also the exhaustion after hours of urgency to get the cocks and stocks covered before the threatening rain. She saw her mother’s face drawn with fatigue, felt the leadenness of her own young limbs and the overmastering desire for sleep that had followed the long days of toil. And yet she could not recall that either she or Mata had ever voiced a grumble, even to each other. The family had lived mainly off the food the croft produced; the peat they helped bring home cooked that food. Since earliest childhood they had been inculcated with the belief that the croft, along with the health and strength to work and gain a living from it, was a blessing bestowed on them by a beneficent but selective God. One must be proud and grateful to have been chosen to receive such a blessing, and the labour entailed must therefore be regarded as a privilege which, if it could not be wholly enjoyed, must be performed without demur.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    As soon as she was judged to be old enough it had become one of Anna’s duties to go and seek out and report on those of their cows which, not being in milk, were left to graze the open moorland during the summer months. In the early evenings, after she returned from school and had taken her strupach and completed her homework, she had enjoyed racing off, skipping barefoot through the heather and singing into the wind as she leaped over rocks and tussocks and waded through peaty pools. Mata, being younger and therefore less fleet of foot, rarely accompanied her on such errands and she was able to revel in the solitariness and freedom of the moors without the frustrations of having to wait for him to catch up with her or having to shepherd him over hazards where he was not so surefooted as herself. Alone she could dawdle, race, climb or leap whenever she fancied, often daring herself to take risks which, had her brother been there, would have brought a rebuke from her mother.


    The faintest of smiles now touched Anna’s lips as, continuing to rummage among her memories, she recalled how she had been returning home after checking on the cows one evening, when, in a fit of bravado, she had dared herself to leap over a crag of rock which had for a long time been offering itself as a challenge. Pausing to assess it, she saw there was a short, clear run-up to the rock and since she knew it overhung a soft mossy hollow she also knew she could be sure of having a safe landing place. Racing towards it, she accomplished the leap successfully letting out a short whoop of delight as her feet touched the ground, but as she straightened herself from the crouched position in which she had landed she saw to her horror that she was not alone. She gasped as she found herself confronted by a young man who was a total stranger. Swiftly surmising he must have suddenly stepped forward from the shelter of the crag, she had a scared moment to think that had she made her leap only a yard or so to her right she would almost certainly have landed either on top of him or on top of his rucksack which lay on the ground beside him. She grew hot with embarrassment and, lost for words, could only stand and stare at him in dumb suprise.


    ‘Well!’ exclaimed the young man, backing away a few steps in exaggerated astonishment. ‘Or maybe I should say, “Well-come!” ’ Anna remained silent. ‘This is a surprise. I was not expecting a visitor and certainly not one who would drop in quite so literally.’ He smiled at her disarmingly but, still getting no response, went on, ‘Tell me, am I in the presence of a true nymph of the heather? And if not, where on earth did you come from? It must be earth, surely, even though you appeared to drop down from the sky?’ Anna took in that his accent was reassuringly Highland but, still nonplussed by the encounter, continued to stare at him. ‘Ah, I’m sorry. I see it is I who have given you a fright. You think perhaps it is a ghost you are seeing, is that it?’


    Anna shook her head. Had she suspected him of being any kind of supernatural being she would indeed have been frightened out of her wits, but it was all too obvious to her that he was as human as she was herself. After the initial shock there now remained only fluster and confusion at being in his presence. She felt no fear of him. Finding her voice, she said in English, ‘I jumped over the crag above you there,’ and indicated the rock. Even now she could remember distinctly how she had struggled to keep the pride out of her voice.


    Turning, he looked up at the crag. ‘My, but that was some jump!’ There was admiration in his voice. ‘And barefooted too!’ His glance swept over her bare feet. ‘You were mighty lucky not to have landed on a pebble or a thorn that could have grazed your foot.’


    She lifted one foot and then the other, examining them with only cursory interest. ‘I have not hurt myself. I am well used to running and jumping crags and I do it more easily in bare feet than when I am wearing boots,’ she told him. ‘But I would not have tried leaping over the crag had I known there was someone beneath it.’ It was the best she could bring herself to offer by way of apology.


    ‘Of course you would not have done so,’ he answered, mimicking the stiltedness of her manner. ‘But seeing I myself arrived here not more than ten minutes since, I must make my apology for being here.’ He slanted a smile at her.


    Disconcerted she looked away from him and a slight frown creased and then immediately fled from her brow. Her wide, serious eyes returned to regard him steadily. At first she had assumed the young man to be some kind of tinker but as soon as he had spoken she knew from his voice that he was more educated than any tinker she had met. Her thoughts were occupied with the problem of how she should react to him.


    The young man cocked his head on one side and his smile became a teasing grin. ‘You are looking at me very solemnly, nymph of the heather,’ he accused. ‘Very solemnly indeed. Haven’t you yet decided whether I am a ghost or maybe a kelpie intent on luring you to your doom?’


    ‘You are no ghost.’ She spoke decisively and the birth of a smile touched her lips. ‘And,’ she continued with archness creeping into her voice, ‘I would not expect to see a kelpie so far from the loch.’


    ‘So you have convinced yourself that I am an ordinary human being just?’ Anna nodded. ‘Good,’ he said. He raised his eyebrows quizzically then lowered them with an expression of disappointment. ‘You looked for a moment as if you might be going to smile at me,’ he remarked. ‘But I see I was mistaken; I suspect your smiles are precious and you hoard them so they are seen only by very special people.’ Crouching down, he began opening his rucksack. ‘Shall I guess that the minister might be one of those special people?’ he hazarded in a bantering tone.


    His remark almost kindled her smile, but though her eyes glinted she bit her lips hard so as to keep them from twitching. ‘I would not dare to smile at the minister,’ she admitted and bit her lips even harder as an image of the minister’s black-garbed figure and cheerless face flitted across her mind.


    ‘You wouldn’t?’ He looked up at her in mock surprise. ‘Are you afraid he might strike you with his Bible if you did? Or preach against you from his pulpit?’ He spoke in such a grave voice that the chuckle Anna had been striving to repress burst merrily from her throat. Gaining courage, she said, ‘I am thinking you are a stranger in these parts.’


    ‘I am no stranger to the hills and the glens if that is what you are meaning. I was born and brought up as a Highlander in a true Highland home but I no longer belong in that home. Now I belong nowhere. I am a freeman of the hills and glens. A wanderer.’ His voice had taken on a kind of chanting note which reminded Anna of the way they recited poetry at school. ‘I am a wanderer and I am also a seeker,’ he added.


    ‘A seeker?’ she interrupted, beginning to suspect he was a follower of one of the curious religious sects, alluded to in a general way as ‘pilgrims’, who visited the village from time to time.


    ‘A seeker after treasure,’ he elucidated, much to her relief. She realized she would have been disappointed if he had turned out to be a ‘pilgrim’.


    ‘What like of treasure would you be likely to find hereabouts?’ she asked him, hoping he would not say ‘Souls.’


    ‘I seek for pearls, nymph of the heather,’ and, seeing her puzzlement, he went on, ‘pearls of wisdom, perhaps; pearls of true knowledge, shall I say? But no, I am more practical.’ Indicating the cleft stick which lay on the ground beside his rucksack, he explained, ‘I seek among the mussels in the burns and rivers, and sometimes, if I am lucky, I find a pearl inside one or two of them. You will surely have heard of mussel pearls?’ She nodded uncertainly. ‘Mussel pearls are almost as pretty as oyster pearls and when I have polished them a little I sell them. And I have not come near to starving yet, though I admit I have needed to take odd jobs at times when pearls are scarce.’ Taking out a paper-wrapped parcel from his rucksack and exposing its contents, he held it towards Anna. ‘Would you care to share my supper, nymph of the heather, or is it more faery food you are used to?’ She declined his offer with a shake of her head. ‘No?’ He sounded rueful. ‘They are sandwiches, hefty sandwiches I admit,’ he allowed, holding one of them at arm’s length and eyeing it critically, ‘but they are wholesome and tasty. They were given to me by the district nurse in a place not a dozen miles from here in return for a wee job I did for her in her garden this morning.’ He patted his pocket. ‘She also gave me a half-crown.’


    Anna was disturbed by his candour. Surely an educated man should be ashamed of getting his living in such a beggarly way? Again he proffered the food, and when she again declined he made himself comfortable on the grass and began munching appreciatively.


    A tiny drop of rain fell cool on Anna’s arm. She looked up at the sky. ‘There is a shower coming,’ she warned. ‘You will need to put up your tent quickly if you are wanting to stay dry.’


    ‘Ach!’ He too glanced upwards. ‘That is no more than a wee cloud shedding a few tears because it has lost sight of the sun for a whiley. It will soon be finding it again and drying its eyes.’ He continued munching, and though she knew it was rude to watch anyone eating Anna lingered, letting the rain soak into her thick hair and dribble down her face. ‘I see you do not care about getting wet,’ he observed.


    ‘I am well used to it,’ she retorted with a shrug of indifference. Putting out her tongue, she licked around her mouth, tasting the rain.


    As the young man had predicted, the shower was brief, but in passing it had stolen much of the remaining brightness from the sky. ‘Shouldn’t you be thinking of running back to your home, nymph of the heather? Or back to your faery dell if that is where you hide yourself?’ he suggested. ‘Will not your folks be asking themselves if you have been spirited away by the wee folk, or if you have been captured and held against your will by some dreaded human?’


    Anna tossed her head. ‘They know fine I can take care of myself,’ she boasted, but stood up nevertheless, ready to go.


    ‘Oidhche mhath then, nymph of the heather,’ he called after her.


    His use of the Gaelic ‘goodnight’ so surprised Anna that she stopped in her tracks. So he had the Gaelic! She grew even more curious about him. ‘Oidhche mhath!,’ she responded uncertainly and, as she sped homewards, her thoughts were still of the strange young man and the story she would have to tell her parents about her meeting with him.


    ‘What like of a fellow was he?’ her father had wanted to know.


    ‘He has fair hair and brown eyes and though he has a beard I am sure he is young because his beard is not thin and stained like old Farquhar’s but short and curly like his hair,’ she carried on, describing the young man’s appearance. ‘And his hands and fingernails are not rough and dirty like a tinker’s and there was an air about him that I could not understand.’ Her detailed observations caused her mother to dart her a searching glance. ‘He called himself a “seeker”,’ Anna resumed, ‘And when I asked him what he was seeking for he told me he fishes for mussels in the burns and rivers and that sometimes he is lucky enough to find a pearl inside some of them and this he sells to buy himself food.’


    ‘Ach him!’ Her father’s tone was so scathing that Anna was startled but she had to wait patiently until he had leisurely attended to the lighting of his pipe before he offered further enlightenment. ‘Indeed, I am certainly after hearing of that young man for he’s likely the one they call Jimmy Pearl. A sad rebel of a young man he is too. A man that threw away advantages and chances that many another would have given their right arm to have.’


    ‘Aye indeed,’ corroborated her mother in a plainly disapproving murmur.


    Anna looked from her father’s stern face to her mother’s troubled one and waited patiently for the story to be continued. ‘That young man was born to good, God-fearing parents and brought up in a good, God-fearing home, but didn’t he forsake it all to go wandering the roads and glens like a beggar, picking up a living wherever he could,’ her father said at last. ‘And I doubt the Lord will not forgive him for all the vexation he caused his parents.’


    ‘I was thinking myself he might be a student of some kind,’ Anna ventured to say.


    ‘Student!’ scoffed her father. ‘Student! What like of student is one that turns his back on his education before he’s halfway through university?’ His tone increased in severity. ‘That young man’s father is a highly respected schoolmaster and his mother is a daughter of the manse, and from the moment he was born I believe they were set on their son becoming a minister.’ Anna tried to imagine the young man wearing clerical garb and with the perpetually dour expression she had learned to associate with ministers. In no way did the image fit.


    ‘I was hearing it near broke his mother’s heart when he would have none of the plans she and his father had made for him,’ her mother said with a sympathetic sigh. ‘Oh, but I’m thinking there must have been some sort of madness in him, surely, to do such a thing.’


    ‘Aye, and I’m told he was a fine scholar and had won many bursaries.’ Her father again took up the role of critic. They were saying he could have reached a high position in the church. Maybe even have become moderator some day had he not spurned the gifts the Lord had bestowed on him. But he chose to listen to the counsel of the Devil, and no pleas, no threats and no warnings would move him. In the end his father was driven to show him the door and tell him he was not to come back until after he’d mended his wild ways.’


    Anna was dismayed. She had been indoctrinated with the belief that the ministry was the most coveted of all the professions. ‘Was he very wild?’ she asked.


    ‘Is he not living a wild life in the hills?’ her father reminded her. ‘Have you not now seen that for yourself?’


    ‘How long ago is it since he left his home and went wandering?’ her mother queried.


    ‘Close on three years, I would say,’ her father replied.


    ‘And will he not have been back to see his parents in all that time?’ Anna had been anxious to know.


    ‘If that young man you’ve seen was Jimmy Pearl then the answer is likely no, he will not have been back. There will be no welcome there for him as I understand it. Not until he has given up his wanderings and come to his senses. His father is a good man but a hard one, they say. He will have meant what he told his son.’


    Anna was troubled. Though she supported her parents in condemning the young man’s rejection of all his opportunities and the plans his parents had made for him, she was loth to think that someone with such abilities was having to do menial tasks in order to eke out a living. ‘When Jimmy Pearl finds a pearl in a mussel and supposing he’s able to sell it, will he get good money for it?’ she inquired.


    ‘As much as it’s worth.’ It was her mother who had replied to her question. ‘I doubt that, clever as he is, he’ll prove to be no loon when it comes to making a bargain. And there’s plenty want to buy them. Tourists and even the laird’s wife herself is one that’s always been keen on the mussel pearls the tinks find. She has a brooch set with them but she says now the tinkers are wanting too much for the pearls and she can no longer afford them. All the same, I’m hearing there’s many of her grand friends that’s still eager to have them. I daresay he’ll do well enough.’


    Anna could remember even now how she had gone to bed that night, her head still full of the strange young man. Though she was of her mother’s opinion that he must have been mad to have turned his back on his home, his parents and his chances of success, she still hoped he would prosper. She could even remember how she had dared reinforce her hopes by slipping in among her prayers that night a little plea that he might find plenty of mussel pearls.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    Anna had not expected that Jimmy Pearl would still be there the following evening but, all the same, curiosity impelled her steps towards the craggy hollow with the idea of only peeking to see if there remained any trace of him. She surprised herself by being oddly pleased to see him crouching over his camping stove. Instead of concealing her presence she deliberately let herself be seen.
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