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That morning, Dad sent me to Jerry Lee Ho's grocery store for some 
wood. I poked around the back door where the produce stackers had 
tossed crates and boxes. There were bits of discarded fruit and vegetables 
everywhere, filling the air with a heavy smell. I found two crates, one a 
little smashed, and carried them home to my father.

My father could build anything.  When I was smaller, I watched as he and 
his brothers built a house together. Now he was building me my future.

He showed me how to pull the crates apart with the claw of a hammer. 
Then he sawed the pieces to just the right length. He took nails from his 
pocket and fashioned a box. He put a small piece across the top.

"To keep your customers' shoes from slipping," he said. Then he rubbed 
the wood smooth with a piece of sandpaper.

Shining Shoes
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Shining Shoes

Dad had finally made me a shoeshine box. I had been pestering him for weeks. Other boys 
were running around downtown shining shoes and getting paid for it. Mike Tatum told me 
that he made about a dollar a day, and even more on Saturdays when he could work all day.

I imagined all the things I could do with my very own dollar. The movies cost a quarter, a 
cimarrona cost a nickel, and a meal at Jake's Chili Dogs cost forty cents. I was excited.

"Now we need to get your supplies," he said holding out two dollar bills. "You can pay me 
back with your earnings."

Dad and I went that afternoon to the shoe store and bought two brushes, two shine rags, a 
round tin of saddle soap, a small towel, a small brush, and black and brown polish.

"I see that you're ready to start your new career as a shoeshine boy," Mom remarked after 
we had returned and I was placing my supplies in the box. She stood over me smiling. 

"There's one more thing you have to do before I let you out the door. When you get home 
each day, you will share half of your earnings with me. Do we have a deal?"

"I guess so," I meekly replied.

I already owed my father two dollars. 
Now I was going to hand more money 
over to my mother. Still, I agreed to it all. 
Off I ran, my shoeshine box under my 
arm, to downtown to try my luck.

I had watched the other boys closely and 
knew exactly what to do. When I saw 
a man coming my way, I stood up tall 
and looked him right in the eye. "Shine, 
Mister?" I asked.

If he said yes, the man would lean 
against the wall and put his foot up on 
my box. I would whip out my brush and 
remove any mud or dust. Then I would 
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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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