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      Sixpence in Her Shoe, a historical saga, was first published under my own name, Frances McNeil. Now that I’m better known as crime writer Frances Brody, I’m keeping life simple by sticking to that name.

      Warning to readers of my mystery series: expect death, but not murder.
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      If I hadn’t paused on the church steps, had stayed inside longer, or paid more attention to what was going on around me, it wouldn’t have happened the way it did. But my attention was on the baby.

      I stepped out of the church feeling so proud. Me, a godmother. Leila Catherine McBride, fully baptised, and wrongly named, slept again, snuggled against me. A six-week-old baby can be heavier than you expect.

      The scent of church incense and carnations came with me into the warm May Sunday afternoon. I could hear a brass band in the distance, going away from me. I watched as a procession of striking miners followed the band up Cookridge Street, on their way to Woodhouse Lane and the moor, carrying banners emblazoned with the names of their pits. Some of them were singing. Two mounted policemen followed the procession.

      As I stepped onto the pavement, a man brushed by me, his clothes smelling of coal dust. Two others raced after him calling, ‘Scab!’

      I pulled the baby closer, shielding her. One pitman grabbed the cowering man. The other threw a punch. I stepped back. Suddenly a police horse mounted the pavement and crashed against me.

      When I screamed, Leila started to bawl her head off, either because of my scream or the jolt from the horse.

      The next minute, I was back in the church porch, still holding baby Leila in my right arm, my left arm hurting like mad and hanging in a funny way, making my blazer sleeve poke out in the middle.

      I opened the church inner door by pushing my body against it. Father Flynn must have been praying near the front of the church. He came hurrying up the aisle.

      ‘What happened? Come and sit down.’

      Leila was still crying. Was it because she was hurt, damaged forever by the horse and my stupidity?

      The priest took her from me and laid her on the pew, which seemed to me a dangerous place because she would only have to move a fraction, roll an inch, to crash onto the stone floor.

      ‘Stay still, my child. I’ll fetch you a glass of water.’

      It had all happened too quickly.

      My left arm hung useless. I put my right hand by Leila, to keep her from rolling off the bench. That seemed to quieten her. I stroked her and told her everything would be all right. Father Flynn came back, carrying a glass of water from the vestry.

      ‘I can’t take you home. I’m saying Benediction shortly. Let me fetch the housekeeper.’ But he didn’t move, just stood looking down at me, as if he were waiting to take the glass back.

      At the sound of footsteps from the direction of the Lady Chapel, Father Flynn looked up. I turned my head to follow his gaze.

      Cousin Wilf stood awkwardly at the side aisle end of the pew, holding his sketch book.

      ‘I was drawing the statue.’ In the dim church I couldn’t be sure, but I thought he blushed. He didn’t say, ‘I was drawing the statue, Father.’ Or, ‘I hope that’s all right.’ But then I wouldn’t expect him too. He gave up all religion last year, even though that side of the family are only Unitarians, which according to Mam is no religion at all and hardly worth giving up. Mam says Wilf has bad blood and it’s coming out at last as she always guessed it would.

      ‘This is my cousin, Wilf Price, Father,’ I said.

      Father Flynn nodded at Wilf. I thought for a moment he would reprimand him in some way and say the church was for praying, not for practising your drawing, but he said nothing.

      Wilf edged his way along the pew. He put down his sketch book and looped his college scarf over his head as if he were about to begin skipping with it. ‘I’ll do you a sling, Jess. That arm looks bad.’

      ‘Careful!’ Father Flynn frowned as Wilf fastened the scarf around my neck and gently lifted my arm into it. I tried not to cry out, but I couldn’t help it.

      ‘Sorry.’ Wilf bit his lip. ‘It needs to be a bit more… If you could…’

      He looked to Father Flynn to support my arm while he made the scarf sling shorter.

      They had both forgotten the baby. She and I stared at each other. Are you all right? I wanted to ask her. Have I done some terrible damage to you?

      I had released my hold on her while Wilf fastened my sling but reached out to her again. Father Flynn moved away as I accidentally touched him. He sounded annoyed. ‘We should have gone into the vestry. More room.’

      ‘I’ve done it now.’ Wilf picked up his sketch book. ‘Let’s get you to the dispensary, Jess. See to that arm.’

      The priest seemed both relieved and uncertain. ‘Will I fetch the housekeeper?’

      Wilf ignored him.

      ‘We’ll manage, Father.’ I stood up. ‘If you’d please just put Leila on my right arm. I can hold her well enough.’

      She screwed up her face when he lifted her, but almost seemed to sigh when he placed her against me. I drew my arm around her. She looked at me once more, and then shut her eyes, as if to say, I know the worst is over now.

      What if she slipped into coma? By the time I got her home she might have stopped breathing. It would be no consolation to her mam and dad that her soul would whizz straight to heaven.

      Wilf put his hand between my shoulder blades when we left the pew, as if he didn’t trust me not to fall over.

      Father Flynn walked us to the church door. ‘You get that arm attended to, Jess. I’ll say a prayer for you and for you too Wilf. See them home safely.’

      ‘I intend to.’

      My arm throbbed. I felt dizzy. Even so, the thought came to me that Father Flynn must know I had an atheist for a cousin. Wilf could at least have sounded more polite.

      Wilf guided me down the church steps. ‘Why aren’t the baby’s parents here?’

      ‘Tommy had to go out with the handcart, selling fruit. Heather looked worn out. I said I’d manage on my own.’

      Outside, there was no sign of the miners, and no sound of their band, only a scruffy lad slouching along, kicking a stone. On Great George Street, a gypsy hawker with a couple of children in tow tried to flog us a piece of lucky heather.

      ‘Bit late for that.’ Wilf gave her a coin.

      ‘Bless the wee bairn.’ The woman peered at Leila and looked back at me. ‘You’re so alike.’

      We walked on. ‘She’s dark and you’re fair, but I know what she means.’ Wilf tucked the heather in my pocket. ‘It must be to do with the planets. Weren’t you born on the same day?’

      I nodded. He was trying to take my mind off the pain but I just wanted to concentrate on putting one foot before the other.My arm throbbed. With every step, a sharp pain shot through me. I didn’t speak, putting all my energy into striding carefully, keeping steady. Being Sunday, the streets were quiet. We walked down Merrion Street to take the shortest way to North Street.

      Wilf stopped by the dispensary. ‘We’re here. Jess?’

      ‘I have to take her home first.’

      ‘For heaven’s sake! You need to have that arm seen to, now.’

      ‘I have to take the baby home. It’s not far.’

      ‘It’s half a mile.’

      ‘No it’s not.’ I kept walking.

      As we turned into Benson Street, the girl who rides bareback came galloping out of Creasey’s Yard onto the cobbles. Fear stopped my breath. Wilf took my good elbow.

      He rapped on the McBrides’s door.

      Heather McBride’s smallness made me feel like a looming giant. I stepped back off the clean donkey-stoned step, one foot on the pavement. She had tied her thick wavy black hair with a long ribbon made from the belt of a cotton dress. Ribbon and hair draped over her right shoulder down to her waist. She wore a dark red cotton frock with a broad elastic belt and a black, silky apron patterned with brightly coloured flowers. Twenty-two years old – seven years older than me – sometimes she looked like a pixie or an elf from a story book, or the tiny gypsy girl I’d seen at Woodhouse Feast, one blustery autumn night.

      ‘Come in, Jess. Wilf. Tommy’s still out on his fruit round.’ As she spoke, a tortoiseshell cat miaowed and dashed past, brushing my ankles as it escaped into the street.

      ‘We won’t come in,’ Wilf said.

      I stepped inside, needing Heather to know that I had brought Leila back safe and sound. She took the sleeping baby from my arm. Leila moved a little. Still alive then.

      Wilf stayed in the doorway. ‘We’re not stopping. Jess took a bump and hurt her arm. She needs to get to the dispensary.’

      ‘Poor Jess!’

      ‘Leila didn’t take any hurt,’ I said quickly.

      Heather placed her infant in the wooden drawer that sat on the table. ‘I’ll feed her in a minute.’

      With Leila lying in the drawer, it was easy for me to lift the white shawl, check her arms and legs and make sure they were all in one piece. They were. Light-headedness came over me.

      Heather rinsed a mug under the tap. ‘You look pale, Jess. You better have a cup of tea if you’re off to the dispensary. They think nothing of keeping you waiting the day long and if you’ve had a shock you need summat.’

      Wilf made an impatient little noise and gave me a glare.

      Heather poured a cup of tea and spooned sugar in. ‘That’s good for shock.’

      Wilf refused tea.

      I wanted Heather to pick up the baby, look at her, and make sure Leila really was all right. But Heather was more interested in having an account of the christening.

      ‘Will you take the baptismal certificate from my inside blazer pocket, Heather?’ With my left arm in the sling I couldn’t have got it myself.

      She took the certificate but did not look at it immediately. ‘If you’ve the strength, tell me all about it.’ She picked up the baby, settling herself on the straight back chair, her back to Wilf, the baby at her breast in a clever way with her dress open, shawl pulled round, so you would not see anything untoward, as Mam would say.

      I refused to meet Wilf’s eye, feeling not able to leave until she knew about the mistake in the name. Heather took my stillness as the sign that I felt comfortable and was in no hurry.

      ‘The good thing was that I found a shilling in the aisle by one of the pews and lit twelve candles for her. You better just look at the name on the certificate before I go.’

      As she read the baptismal certificate, she raised her dark eyebrows. The baby sensed a change in her mother and waved her little red fists in the air.

      ‘I’m sorry, Heather. I did say Catherine Leila. Father Flynn turned it round, both at the font and in the vestry when he wrote it in the register. I don’t know why he did that.’

      ‘I do,’ she said. ‘After you’d left the house, a sign came to me. I knew all of a sudden my mammy, Leila Lee, would be there, watching over. My mammy turned the names in Father Flynn’s mouth. She guided his hand in the register. She led you to the shilling so you could light the candles.’

      She’d made me shiver.

      Wilf reached out his hand and helped me up. He set my cup on the draining board. ‘Can we get to the dispensary now?’ He turned to Heather. ‘When Tommy comes back, would you ask him to tell Jess’s mam and dad where we’ve gone, Heather?’

       

      Wilf pushed open the dispensary doors, glancing up, pointing out the carving above the doorway. A pair of stone cherubs gazed down, one fearful, perhaps with a chubby broken arm, the other superior-looking as if it had never in its cherub life got into an argument with a police horse.

      He was trying to distract me from the pain but lifting my head made me feel sick. As we walked across to the desk, I groaned at the sight of rows of people waiting to see a doctor.

      I recognised the man behind the desk as someone who brought his shoes to Dad to be mended. He picked up his pen.

      ‘You’re Paul Price’s daughter.’

      ‘Yes. Jessica.’

      ‘What number Benson Street?’

      ‘Thirty.’

      ‘Date of birth?’

      ‘Thirtieth of March, 1911.’

      ‘Age?’

      ‘Fifteen.’

      ‘What’s the damage?’ He looked at my sling.

      ‘I got bumped by a police horse.’

      He frowned, wrote something, then looked at Wilf. ‘And you are?’

      ‘Wilfred Price. Cousin.’

      Wilf gave his address, Blenheim Square.

      ‘I served with your dads, in Leeds Pals Regiment. You’ll have a bit of a wait today, I’m afraid. Only a couple of doctors on duty.’

      A granny with a sick-looking child on her knee budged up to make space for us on the end of a bench. Wilf took a pencil from his pocket and opened his sketch book.

      ‘I’m going to do some drawings for our story book.’

      ‘You don’t have to stay here with me.’

      ‘Yes I do.’

      He sketched a large shoe. I watched him draw the old granny next to us, sitting in the shoe, with the pinched-faced child. As the afternoon ticked away, all the children in the waiting room found their way into that shoe.
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      My sister Bernadette says that with the pot on my arm I did not toss and turn so much in bed last night. That’s because shifting my position is too awkward. I slept by the wall as she gets up first to go to her job making corsets.

      Even pushing myself up out of bed with one arm wasn’t easy. Bernadette wouldn’t help me with my clothes. She just stood, fastening her skirt, ‘If you’re to be in plaster for six to eight weeks, you better get used to dressing with one hand.’

      I managed to dress, very slowly. We have no banisters but I usually run down our steps. Today I trod carefully.

      Mam said, ‘You’d better rest. We’ll see what you’re fit for when you’re over the shock. You might just turn the mangle for me today.’

      Dad had already eaten his porridge. I could hear him working in the cellar. When Mam went in the scullery, I called that I’d be back in a minute. She would object to me going the length of the street to check on Leila. I left our house and walked along to Heather’s door. She was at the dolly tub, lifting out a sheet.

      ‘Jess! Your arm. I thought it was nobbut a bruise.’

      ‘It’s fractured in two places.’

      ‘You poor thing.’

      Leila lay in her cot drawer on the table, looking up at a fly paper hanging from the gas mantle in the centre of the ceiling. She looked well enough but a baby wouldn’t be able to let you know if she’d been so shaken up from police horse joltings that she would lose some vital function in her limbs or brain and fail to develop in a proper way. Then one day Heather would think, She was all right till I let Jess take her to be christened.

      I was still in the house making sounds and linking fingers with Leila when Heather went out to hang her washing on the line.

      ‘Isn’t that your dad whistling?’ she called to me.

      I went to the door and listened. Lots of families have whistles, to call for each other, or for the dad to let everyone know at the end of the street that he’s nearly home. Our whistle is a long note and a short.

      ‘It’ll be Mam wanting me.’

      Heather called ta-ra to me as I hurried along the pavement, dodging Mrs Blumenthal with her basket of washing and half a dozen little Blumenthals, the biggest one solemnly holding a bag of clothes pegs.

      Mam was in the cellar, not at Dad’s shoe-mending end but her own mangle end.

      ‘I know you can’t frame much, but you can turn the mangle with your good hand,’ she said in a peeved way.

      Mam has a bad temper. The least thing I do sets her off. Dad says it’s because she has one leg shorter than the other and a gammy foot. I do not see the connection between a short leg and a short temper. If it had not been for her short leg I might not have been born. Dad, when he worked for old Mr Poole’s company, made her special boots, one built up, and that’s how they met. She also has a hernia that must be set in place each morning.

      I stood turning the mangle with my right hand while Mam fed washing through, folded it and put it in the basket. She liked to have her washing out early but I’d set her back. ‘I helped you with your shoes and stockings,’ she said accusingly. ‘Where did you bounce off to?’ As if she didn’t know.

      Hanging out the washing was usually my job but all I could do was pass the pegs. Mam said then that I could do what I liked, as long as I didn’t go out and about putting myself in harm’s way. And for heaven’s sake to keep away from that Heather McBride and her infant. She had nothing against her for being a gypsy, but I had to understand that a godmother did not need to move in with the child’s family.

       

      It was awkward for me to pull my box from under the bed. This contains my exercise book of stories. Changing the pen nib and unscrewing the top off the ink bottle gave me trouble.

      I am writing up all the fairy tales I know that feature footwear: red shoes, glass slippers, seven league boots and so on. With Wilf’s illustrations we will make a book. Mam says once we improve our lot in life, and move to Premises, she will have the books printed and ready for sale around a Christmas time.

      I told myself the story of The Shoemender and the Elf before starting to write it down. Mam says the story is The Shoemaker and the Elves, but I intended to write it as Dad told it to me when I was small.

      When Dad came home from the war I was seven years of age. Our Bernadette did not have much to say to him. She did not want to be kissed. Straight away I liked him, and not just because Mam told Bernadette Dad had a big hurt and we must be kind to him. She told Bernadette, not me, because Bernadette and Mam talked a lot to each other. They left me to find things out by earwigging.

      Dad burst in, carrying his army knapsack and a suitcase. I used to sit under the table sometimes, out of the way of Mam and Bernadette’s busy-ness. From under the table I could only see their legs; Bernadette’s thin and white, Mam’s covered by her long skirt. I was under the table when Dad came home from the war.

      ‘How’s my Jess?’ Dad picked me up. He whirled me round and round till I was dizzy with whirling and the scent of his hair and scalp. I combed my fingers through his hair.

      I watched him, to see where his war wound was. When he took off his vest and stood at the kitchen sink to wash, I saw that the hurt was a hole in his back. I could put my fist in it. The hole came about because of shrapnel. The surgeon gave Dad the piece of shrapnel, which sat on our mantelpiece next to the clock.

      Mam wrote a notice on the back of a piece of card cut from a shoe box got from Uncle Bill and Auntie Irene’s shoe factory. She set the card in our downstairs house window.
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      Soon everyone knew Paul Price had come home.

      ‘Take your shoes to the soldier,’ people said.

      We had the end house. The small window at ground level went directly into the cellar where he worked in puttees, braces and army shirt and trousers. He wore a large apron so that he could keep a boot or shoe on his lap without it falling between his legs. Under his foot he slid a broad leather strap with an adjustable buckle, so that he could hold a shoe firmly on his knee. He sat on his buffet, a small bench in front of him, his tools laid out.

      As people hurried to work early in the mornings, pressers and cutters, tailors and tailoresses, engineers and mechanics, they passed their boots and shoes through the cellar window to me as I stood on the table to reach, until Mam sent Bernadette to fetch me for school.

      Every Saturday evening I helped him sweep and mop the floor, clear cobwebs, dust shelves, lift boots and shoes and dust them too. Monday mornings before I went to school, I would check the cellar. It was always neat, clean and welcoming, with its smell of old boots, new leather, black ink stain, russet brown stain, heady wax and dizzying cow glue.

      ‘We will never let anything go out that we would not wear ourselves,’ Dad said as he took a stick of wax and put a drop of oil on it. He gave me the wax to work in my hand, like putty, into a ball. ‘Don’t ever let anyone say your father is a cobbler. A cobbler is a crude workman, with bits and pieces. Seven out of ten men will mend their family’s boots and shoes with a bit of machine belting and a last. Here we repair shoes grandly, bringing them to glory.’

      When the stick of wax became a ball, ready to make thread waterproof and strong, he pulled the thread through, two arms’ lengths of it,‘Till it’s a whisper.’

      Mam did not like me to go in the cellar, because I am a girl. She said to Dad, ‘You’ll have to employ a helper some day, when we have Premises.’ But I was his helper. I was not allowed to touch the small sharp knife that he used to trim round the edges of heels, but I polished the wooden lasts, I put lead in the bottom of the tin where we held the hemp, to keep the tin firm.

      ‘Come up from that cellar!’ Mam yelled. ‘You’ll catch your death.’

      But I put on my coat and hat and said, ‘I like it in the cellar.’

      Dad made me a buffet, just like his but smaller. I sat beside him after school and watched him work by the light of the oil lamp and by candlelight. The gas that lit our house above did not come down to the cellar. I watched him set out the tools in a row on the bench. He lay the stabbing awl by the sewing awl. I knew the use of all the tools. He gripped with the pincers, tap-tapped with the hammer, and with his strong fingers folded and lasted the uppers, stabbed, sawed and clicked.

      Sometimes he collected boots and shoes for repair from high-class shops. I would go with him, sitting on the special seat he made for me on the back of his bicycle, with sides and a back to hold me in and a buckled strap so I wouldn’t slip. After a while, the work was delivered to him. Dad was given smart brogues and riding boots for mending, from a big store in town.

      ‘Sniff that leather,’ Dad said to me. ‘Feel that stitching. These boots and shoes were made by Lobbs, Shoemaker to the Royal Household.’

      One night we had finished working. Mam and Bernadette were on with their knitting, I sat on Dad’s knee by the house fire and he told me a story of the Shoemender and the Elf.

      ‘Did you see the elf?’ I asked Dad. ‘Did an elf help you?’

      ‘I don’t need elves,’ Dad said. ‘I have you, you are better than a hundred and one elves.’

      Then he brought out a pair of shoes made of softest leather, polished to a high brown sheen. ‘These are for you, Jess!’

      Every day I walked to school looking at my feet. At school, I stared at my shoes, feeling so proud. Some children had no shoes. Others wore wellington boots or pumps, but I had fine brown leather, elf shoes that almost had a pointed toe, as if one day the toes might make a turn towards the sky and take me somewhere else. Always, after that, I liked stories about seven league boots, Puss in Boots and magic slippers. I knew that my brown leather shoes would one day whisk me somewhere magical and far away.

      Dad said, ‘I hope I haven’t given you itchy feet.’

      ‘You’re a big girl now, Jess,’ Mam said. She held my arm as I went to open the cellar door and go down. ‘You can help me put jam in the tarts.’

      I could tell by her voice that this was meant to be a treat. Usually Bernadette would have the spooning of jam job. ‘I don’t want to,’ I said.

      She pulled her mean face and hit me on the legs with her long wooden spoon. ‘It’s time you helped me. You spend too much time in that cellar.’

      When summer came and a shaft of light made the dust in the cellar dance, Dad took a bag of pear drops from his pocket and winked at me. ‘Your mam says you’ve to have fresh air today.’

      ‘I’m stopping with you,’ I said.

      Dad went upstairs but I wouldn’t follow. I heard them talking, Mam, Dad and Bernadette. Mam whispered. Bernadette said, ‘Oh all right then, if I have to.’

      Through the cellar window, I watched Bernadette mount her bike and ride off.

      Dad came back downstairs. I set out the tools in a row on the bench, the stabbing awl by the sewing awl.

      Bernadette came back. She looked through the cellar window and waved. Cousin Wilf was with her. He put his dark head through the open cellar window and called to me. ‘Will you come to the lido at Roundhay? It’s a great day for a swim.’

      Dad said, ‘You go, little one.’

      Upstairs, Mam pushed my swimsuit into the leather patchwork bag, with an apple and a slice of bread. She whispered to me, ‘Share Wilf’s towel.’

      I climbed on the back of Wilf’s bike. He knew the way to Roundhay Park, following tramlines, passing houses that had gardens, long paths leading to their doors and trees in the streets.

      Wilf knows a lot. I asked him, ‘What’s a hindrance?’

      ‘Something that gets in the way.’

      All around the pool was crowded with children, big girls in charge of groups of smaller children. The stone steps where people sat about and shivered felt warm to my bare feet. I’m not a hindrance. The sun made me want to stretch out like a cat. Mam can say what she likes to Dad, I’m not a hindrance.

      ‘Race you to the pool.’ Wilf did not give me a chance or say One-two-three-go, he just ran.

      The word hindrance tripped me up. I went flying, splat flat on the stone. Wilf looked worried. ‘Where does it hurt?’

      ‘All over.’

      He rubbed my leg. ‘It’ll turn to a bruise. Could be brown, or yellow and red.’ He took my hand.

      ‘Come on. The water will make you better.’

      He dived in first. ‘It’s freezing! Don’t say I didn’t warn you!’

      The water was so cold it was like biting on an ice cream. My jaw turned numb. Shrapnels of ice shot up behind my eyes and danced under my skull. I floated, watching the sky, half shutting my eyes against the bright sun, wondering about the birds. I could hear them but not see one.

      At first I could not keep in a straight line, swimming along on my back, making up movements as I went along. Sometimes I had to turn over, to see where I was going. When I got out, Wilf had dried and dressed himself. The towel was wet all over, not a dry edge or corner.

      ‘I invented a new stroke.’ I tried to get myself dry, shivering, my teeth chattering.

      He held up the towel for me and turned his head while I dressed.

      ‘That new stroke you invented, it’s called the Old English Backstroke.’

      I grabbed the towel from him and flicked it at him, catching his legs, making him run for his life.

      A big red-faced man with sticky out eyebrows and a walrus moustache man shouted at us to behave and said, ‘Young uns today don’t know they’re born.’

      When we got to the ‘Way Out’, I turned back and yelled, ‘I do know I’m born, or I wouldn’t be here!’

      The look on that man’s face, as if he would burst! Then we jumped on the bike and Wilf pedalled like fury till we were well away, up by the bandstand.

      ‘You’re too cheeky, Jess. You could have got us barred.’

      ‘He wasn’t an attendant. Just some rich kid’s granddad.’

      We each had a pear drop. Cousin Wilf went quiet. The funniest little things make him go quiet. He is a rich kid because his mam and dad, Uncle Bill and Auntie Irene, have a big business, but the shoes they supply are not first class, according to Mam.

      At the drinking fountain, I put my mouth to the water.

      When Wilf drank, I asked him, ‘Did our Bernadette tell you to bring me here? So I would be out of Dad’s way?’

      He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. ‘Yes. But I would have come anyway. You’re a better swimmer than any of the boys at school.’

      It started to rain. From the bandstand we ran to the shelter, his bike making marks across the grass. Some bigger boys were there already and they looked at us and at Wilf’s bike. Without speaking, we changed our minds about the shelter and wheeled our way back to the path, cycling uphill to the where trees grow and you would not know a stream ran by unless you went to look. Wilf leaned the bike against a tree. It had stopped raining. We skimmed stones into the stream, seeing who could make the most splashes.

      ‘I’m adopted.’ Wilf picked up another stone. ‘Mam and Dad said they chose me. But it means they chose me because I wasn’t wanted.’ He skimmed the stone all the way across. ‘I don’t care.’

      ‘What does it mean?’ I asked.

      He said that his true mother could not keep him, or did not want him, in Wilf’s opinion. Nor did his true father. They gave him away, and he did not properly belong to anyone except himself.

      I told him then how Mam would never let me stop in the cellar, and yet she did not want me, she had Bernadette and they always talked and left me out.

      ‘Well then,’ Wilf said, ‘it’s not the same, but still, we have each other.’

      That was when he took out his pen knife and he cut his thumb and I cut mine. We let our blood run together and swore a sacred vow that forever he would be my blood brother and I would be his blood sister.

      Then we each had another pear drop and exchanged pebbles.

      Here is the story I wrote in my book on the day after Leila Catherine McBride’s christening. It is called The Shoemender and the Elf.

      
        
           

          A poor shoemender came back from the wars. He needed to mend boots and shoes so that he could buy food for himself and his wife and children, and to pay their rent. A fine lady brought a pair of excellent shoes to him. He had only scraps of leather left, and placed them this way and that on his bench, looking to see how best he could repair the lady’s shoes. ‘How can I mend fine shoes from such scraps?’ he asked himself sadly, and with a big sigh went to bed.

          The next morning when he came down to his cellar, he rubbed his eyes and blinked. There on his workbench stood a pair of perfectly mended shoes, fit for a queen. He held them in his hand one by one. Such perfect tacking on of a sole. Such neat decorative stitching. The shoes were even more splendid than before.

          Moments after he set the mended shoes in his cellar window, a crowd drew near. Everyone in the town wanted him to mend their shoes.

          With the money he got, he bought all he needed to do the best repairs in the town. Everyone respected his fine workmanship, so that even slaughterhouse men and building workers cleaned the filth off their boots before they brought them to him for mending. One day he had so many shoes to mend he despaired of getting through the work. He went to bed and dreamed of being smothered under a mountain of shoes. But when he got up the next morning, the work was done. The elf had called again.

          The shoemender and his wife were kind-hearted. They wanted to know who had helped them, so that they could repay the kindness. One night, as the church clock struck midnight, they crept down the cellar steps and peeped round the door.

          Sitting on the workbench was a tiny elf, wearing not a shred of clothing and no boots. The elf whistled and sang happily while mending shoes, and then disappeared with a mighty flash and bang when the work was done.

          The next day, the shoemender made a tiny pair of boots of best leather. His wife made a set of elf clothes. They set them out on the workbench.

          On the stroke of midnight, the shoemender and his wife tiptoed downstairs and peeped round the cellar door. How the elf smiled as she put on her new clothes and boots! How she laughed.

          The elf did not come again, but the shoemender and his wife and family prospered and lived happily.

        

      

      ‘Did you see the elf?’ I asked Dad when he had first told me the story. ‘Did an elf help you?’

      ‘I don’t need elves,’ Dad said. ‘I have you, you are better than a hundred and one elves.’

      He brought out a pair of shoes made of softest leather, polished to a high brown sheen. ‘These are for you, Jess!’

      When I put on the shoes, I felt something hard by my toe.

      ‘Take a look see,’ Dad said. ‘Perhaps the fairies have left you a present.’ It was a sixpence. ‘That’s for good luck, and to say you have far to go in life.’
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