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Chapter One
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Once there was a shoemaker’s son called Jem. He lived with his parents in a small cottage and worked hard, learning his father’s trade, making and mending all kinds of shoes.


But Jem was still young, nothing like so good at the craft as his father, when a trouble came on the family. Jem’s mother fell dreadfully ill, and no doctor seemed able to help her.
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Day after day she lay asleep on her bed, white as bread, hardly breathing, unable to eat solid food. Jem and his father were afraid she would die. She never spoke, never stirred. Nothing would rouse her.
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Jem’s father decided to walk all the way to the Holy City of St James, to pray that his wife might get better.


“If St James can’t help her, nobody can,” he said. “You be a good boy now, Jem. Look after her as well as you can. And try to keep the customers satisfied.”


Jem was worried about this plan, for his father was the best shoemaker in three kingdoms. People came from far away to have him measure their feet and make them boots or shoes. How would Jem ever manage on his own?


But he swallowed, and nodded, and waved a cheerful goodbye to his father, who stuck a cockle-shell in his cap and walked away southwards, along with a party of pilgrims who were on their journey to the Holy City of St James, hundreds of miles distant.
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Weeks went by and months went by. Jem did his very best, making and mending shoes for the customers. Most of them were friendly and didn’t ask too much, knowing about the family trouble. But, just the same, Jem longed for his father. Money grew short, he was falling further and further behind with his orders, for he could not work as quickly as his father, nor do as much, on his own, as the two of them had done together. Half-finished pairs of shoes lay all over the cottage.
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