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Shining Shoes

load up my small brush with saddle soap and cover the shoe with it, being careful not to 
get it on the man's socks. The soap was creamy and thick and it drew the dirt out of a shoe's 
seams. I would wipe that off and pull out my tin of shoe polish. Taking a dab with my 
brush, I'd rub that into the shoe.

Then came the big finish. I'd bring out my polish rag and slipping it behind the shoe, I 
would pull it back and forth with both hands, rubbing it over the heel until it gleamed. 
Bringing it to the front, I'd stretch it across the toe of the shoe and again using two hands, 
pull up and down. When I was done, the shoe was buffed to a bright, clean shine.

I learned quickly that what made a shoeshine boy special was doing a perfect job as fast as 
he could. It also didn't hurt to have a little flair. I loved to pull my rags out quickly, popping 
them loudly in the air. I'd also pop the rag at the shoe with a flourish to show I was done. 
I charged ten cents a shine and often, I'd earn a tip. A good shine sometimes brought me a 
quarter.

Each day after school, I would run in the house and throw my books on my bed. I'd grab 
my box and head out. I had my favorite spots, stationing myself outside office buildings 

in time for the men going home. 
Later, I'd head over to restaurants 
and bars to catch the men as they 
came and went after work. 

Every night I came home in the 
dark and my mother would be 
waiting for me. I'd kiss her and she 
would hold her hand out and I'd 
put some money in it. ✴
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