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THE SHOEMAKER STOOD in his dingy storefront with its faded paint and faded lettering on the old rate signage above the counter. He found himself that muggy afternoon describing to two young ladies how repairs are applied to shoes these days. But they want to know how shoes are made.

The shoemaker raised an eyebrow? "Like, to fit?"

Betty points to the other girl's foot - "Yes, to fit her." The shoemaker gestures to a row of ladies shoes and says, "But it will cost more than five pairs of these..."

Betty shakes her head, "Price is no object. Make her the finest women's shoe. Riding boots, no, something sensible."

"Then you'll want cowboy boots - but with a flat heel, made for walking the earth – not just for riding horses. Proper Wellingtons."

"Yes, but not like the old school with double and triple soles. Modern, so they wear out in a year's worth of walking."

"So, I get your business back here - and your two lovely faces - when they do?"

Smiles on both the women's faces. "Yes, you will have exclusive repair rights. And we have friends who may want their own - good professionals are hard to find these days."

The older man stood as straight as his hunched back would allow, and beamed. "Yes m'lady. I am at your service."

He took Cassie by her elbow, turned her slightly and sat her down on the single, slightly padded chair in that small lobby. and then reached nearby to take out a small three-legged stool for his own seating.

Cassie, with a gesture, bared her foot. The shoemaker raised an eyebrow, but saw that the empty shoe now sat next to her other shod foot, so he just shrugged. Then his deft hands produced a measuring tape and small tablet. He began to take basic measurements. "Your feet are so soft, like you'd hardly ever walked anywhere - hmm."

Cassie was silent, smiling - as if taking in the compliment.

At last the shoemaker finished his notes and stood. "Please wait here." Then turned quickly and vanished into the back, returning with a thin and supple calfskin piece. As he arrived, his foot stuck out to the side and hooked another wide, squat stool. It was dark from use, but the shoemaker dusted it off with his hand, then draped the new calfskin piece across it's top, covering the top of it to fold just over each side.

"Please bare your other foot and step up here."

Cassie shifted out of her other shoe and stood, accepting the hand of the elderly man for the offer of support - even though it was hardly necessary for a being who could bend time and space and matter at will. It was the courtesy that counted.

"Please stand straight - look directly ahead, as if you are on a street corner and about to step off the curb and continue your journey. The light is about to change for you."

Cassie stood noticeably straighter, with her weight on her toes and eyes focused into the distance.

The shoemaker made two quick, deft marks on the leather, outlining each foot. "There." He stood and offered his hand to "help" her down.

"Come back next week. Same time."

"And how much would it cost to watch you work?"

"No one watches me work."

"Not ever?"

"Never."

"And if you were training an apprentice, how much would that person pay you for the opportunity?"

The shoemaker coughed a laugh. "Apprentices don't just watch. They work."

"So - how much to work for you while watching you make the shoes."

The old man looked up into their eyes, his mouth curled in a smile, which vanished as he looked from one set of their eyes to the other. These women were serious. He shrugged. "This is very unusual. Apprenticeships take years; I may not have years."

Betty took the shoemaker's hands and looked deeply into his eyes. The shoemaker was not entranced, but could not look away. "What if we paid you in time itself?"

The old man's mouth dropped open - he was still looking straight into her eyes and saw the truth. "You - you'd do that for me? For me?!?"

Betty only nodded.

His old eyes glanced at Cassie, who nodded as well.

"You two are angels?"

Betty shrugged. "We've been called that, but I would just say that we are two old souls who want a Master to teach them nearly-forgotten skills."

"For two years, you have a deal. And the shoes you will earn, so there is no additional cost."
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THEY STARTED THAT AFTERNOON, and by sunset, the shoes were done. The old shoemaker let Cassie wear her new shoes and wrapped up her old ones with fresh tissue inside a new shoe box.

In the narrow aisles, now completely free of dust, each shelf neatly lettered and organized, the shoe maker led his two new protégées out to the small lobby. The entire front area looked as if it had been remodeled. The paint was bright and new, the brass all polished right up to the bell that waited across the doorway to ring new customers in or out. Modern magazines were precisely fanned on the small table by the single waiting chair.

"Betty, Cassie, it has been a complete treat. I have never had such industrious apprentices before. Especially those who taught me so much."

Both young women smiled. Betty spoke, "Dear Professor (her pet name for the shoemaker) it has been our honor to serve."

The old man now stood straight, all hunch gone from his back. His gray head was now almost entirely dark brown, with only a slight lightening at his temples. His wizened smile had been turned to a broad grin with the white teeth and firm lips of a middle-aged man. He looked around the shop, taking his glasses off to close and place in his shirt pocket underneath his apron. "Still, I think you paid too much for those shoes and that training."

Cassie patted him on his shoulder. "Not for us. Time is cheap, while Art lives forever."

The shoemaker shook his head, the grin widening. "But you'll keep your promise to return for repairs?"

Betty and Cassie both hugged him. Each woman kissed his respective cheek on that side.

And at that, the two young women walked out the front door. The bell tinkled. And the shoemaker saw them wave once more to him through the glass - and then vanish into nothing.

The man took a handkerchief from his back pocket to wipe sudden moisture from his eyes.

To no one, he said aloud, "Angels. No one would believe me. Angels still walk this earth."

Again he shrugged. Reaching for his now like-new hat and coat, he flicked the switch to turn off the overhead lights, then walked out his front door with its overhead tinkle. Shrugging on his coat and placing his hat on the back of his head, he stopped to pull the keys from a front pocket and lock the front door.

The street was quiet except for the whine of the neon sign which stayed lit above his door. In the distance, he could hear the low tones of ship's horns in the nearby harbor and the distant waves hitting the breakwater, while seagulls called into the growing evening.

Pausing only a moment to enjoy sounds he hadn't really heard or enjoyed for years, the shoemaker smiled.

"Angels."

And then his own feet turned to walk him home. A spring returned in his
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