
The Shoeshine Boy of Brooklyn 

(The real story that inspired the Leg Trap short story) 

 

Mickey was just twelve, 

but already, life had 

taught him more than 

most grown-ups knew. 

He lived in a cramped 

apartment in Brooklyn 

with his mom and little 

sister, Lucy. His father 

had died when Mickey 

was six, and ever since 

then, he’d tried to step 

into shoes far too big for 

a child. Quite literally, he polished shoes to make ends meet. 

Every morning before school, and again in the evenings, Mickey set up his 

wooden shoeshine box outside the bustling subway station on Flatbush 

Avenue. He had carved the box himself and painted his name in red: “Mickey’s 

Shine – A Nickel for a Smile!” 

People in the neighborhood knew him well. Always polite, always cheerful, 

Mickey never failed to greet a customer with a “Good morning, sir!” or a 

“Looking sharp today, ma’am!” He could polish a pair of wingtips so well you’d 

see your face in them. But Mickey wasn’t just good at shining shoes—he was a 

good listener, too. 



There was Mr. Gordon, the newspaper man who always grumbled about 

politics. Miss Evelyn, a retired jazz singer, who hummed old tunes as he worked 

on her heels. And Officer Ramirez, who’d lost his own son and sometimes 

stayed to chat longer than needed. Mickey became a fixture in their lives—not 

just for their shoes, but for the warmth he carried. 

But Mickey had dreams, too. 

At night, after his homework and chores, he’d lie in bed reading library books 

by flashlight—adventure tales, science encyclopedias, anything about space 

and planes. His biggest dream was to become a pilot. He’d never flown in a 

plane, never even seen one up close, but he could recite every model and its 

top speed. 

One cold December morning, as 

snow began to fall, a man in a long 

coat stopped in front of Mickey’s 

stand. His shoes were scuffed, his 

face unfamiliar. “Shine?” Mickey 

asked, brushing snow off his box. 

The man nodded silently and sat 

down. 

Mickey got to work, hands numb but 

practiced. “First time here?” he asked. 

“Yes,” the man said. “Visiting from D.C.” 

“You work for the government?” Mickey asked, curious. 

The man smiled. “Something like that.” 



When Mickey finished, the man handed him a crisp $5 bill. Mickey’s eyes 

widened—it was ten times the usual tip. 

“You’re a smart kid,” the man said. “What do you want to be when you grow 

up?” 

“A pilot, sir,” Mickey said without hesitation. 

The man paused. “Then keep reading. Keep asking questions. You’ll get there.” 

He handed Mickey a business card. “If you ever need help, write to me.” 

The card said: “Col. James Whitaker, U.S. Air Force.” 

Mickey kept that card like treasure. 

Years passed. Mickey saved every penny, studied hard, and with help from 

teachers, neighbors, and yes, Col. Whitaker, he won a scholarship to a flight 

school. His story traveled through Brooklyn like wind down an alleyway—the 

shoeshine boy who 

reached the sky. 

And one bright day, as a 

young man in uniform, 

Mickey flew a plane over 

New York City, tipping his 

wings to the place where 

he once shined shoes and 

dreamed of flying. 

 


