Buffer Zone

A day with Penny Simmons, madam of Toronto’s
shoe-shining underground

By Shaughnessy Bishop-Stall

"THIS ISYOUR FIRST TIME savs Penn, “Youw're
0 virgie, s we'ne going 1o do everything o you.”
she looks up at me with a coy smile as | shife my
position. " Are you ready far this?™ T nod and Penay
lets aut a show, breathy laugh, “You might want 1
heded i b3 Bhee Bt les.™ Amel wath thag, she lays her
haareds o my shioes.

Lam sitfing in a custom-made, eight-foot-high
thione of cak veneeramd rich keather, I take hold of
the Tandles by my sides as Penie rolls wp the cufls
af my panis, Skowly she koks down, then up and
deep inta my eyes, “First,” she sps, “T'l each you
b o tie :,'\nnrlm;n:;-.,"

Undil recently I mever gave much thought teo
shoe-shining — or even shoes, for that matter. In
fact, my feotwear has lefl @ wake of Frustration
wherever I've roamied: girlfriends who'vwe despaired
that Iwon't gn shoe shopping; possble emphovers
who've unfortunately caught a glimpse of my
shoes befome looking at my resumd, But then, this
Christmas, everyvifing changed.

My older Brother, whe is a sucosssful entrepre-
neur insofar a5 he owns a small candle fictory,
enjoys giving me presents Lhat highlight my lack
ol a peal p'u-h. Tluis VI WS [0 E‘Iﬂ"pﬁun .

“Here,” he sid, "1 got vou a careen” and then
wabtched while I ore the wrapping off a brand-new
slboeliine b

“Thanks,” Tsaid, Theis, i a confused oktemps o
get the upper hand. Uspent much of my Chiristmas
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dinner wrying o shine the shoes of all our puests,

Sown afler, I found myself ata parcy regaling a
pretiy actress named lenny Young with this siory,
O weah,” she sid, “I'moa shoe-shiner, oo At
firsz [ thought she was kidding, but mow here | am;
at Jenny's place of work, surrounded by bovely
yuung shoeshine Indics, getfing my first-ever shine
from the disagming aind sed eotive Fenmy Simimeens
— mnatedam ol Torontes underground malls, Jensy's
Bz andd the ewner of Penmy Loafers Shoe Shine
Cormpany. Um here 1o lern the orafl, and Fenny is
a lands-om teacher,

Aler shaswing ine how po e my shoes with the
doatde 1o loap (“twice arowmd the Bush with the
bunny™}, she pops the tin—snapping open a can
of palish with one hand, while 1|1n|,||;i41!, e
Then Penny“slaps the wax,” fingers drumming from
fin 8o leather like a Suliﬂe-lnin-ch.'d rumha quesn —
at least 1 think that's the order in which this has
happened, I'm s bit distracted by what's BUing o
nowy; Fenmy is “getting down o the special sance”
she has dipped her middle finger into a boatle of
mysterics white creamy, pulled inowt again, and is
o proceeding o do something to my feet, right
through the leather of my boots, st [ an't even
begin to describe.

"o Like the special sawce?™ asks Penny, o ulsbsing
hear FII'IEE'TS-i.I'I-tl:I i ol "l teach all the garks toodo
this. Mot everybody's bere forashine, Mostly they're
here to get away from thie o wbles of their do”

“Lh-haeh,” | say. But what | e is, * Poase,
el ey ¥ bt i sibog”

Penny insists it is merely coincidence thatall 12
of ber shiners are attractive, charmisg and fermale,
And yetsver e course of the day she continually
refirs te shoe-shining os “the world's second aldes
prrofession,” as il ghoeving in it prosioity so the first,
Shee beas great price in her"girls" [t i important for
lser that esch one of them has a career beyond
shine-shin il'll.'.. lis f:u.'l. thi= Broup ol adozen WAHITIC
is macle up of a playwright, o filmmaker, a0 ditist,
a stage director, a belly dancer amd a Few graduate
abienis, They are al | tlented shoe-shinersas well,
bt happy 8o leave the sugpestive seductiveness of
shoe-ahining —somcthing | never knew even exist-
ed—io Madam Penny,

She has the brushes out now— two bushy ones
that she twirds in the air. She's gaing ot both my
shoes af the same time; then suddenly she sops
amd asha: " Dovon wast L 0o see my knocluers?™

Befare | have time to blush, she knedks the
wodlen handles topether with a few loud cacks,
and then keeps on brushing,

IT USED T BE that shoe-shiners were as opm-
o & barbers, back when boys went with their
fathers for a haircui and a shoeshine, There was
alse @ time when a bot uf:rl.lunEI i men were
saldiers— aught to make their beds every morn-
ing aned shine their shoes every evening. But then



Lanadhan men stopped Il.r_hl iny_ inwars and stareed
_I.:,I.'l:r'rl.'iﬂp_ thieir :'l.\_l.ll I ||'|lL .|r||_| wrarmg q|-_'.j!|;,||'_'rh,, _J|_1'.v.|.
this, shoe-shiners became a thing of the past,
Penny Simmons says hers i the only indepenid-
enl shoe-shining chain in Canada, and in &, in
il “Shoe Shining” section of the Toronio Yellow
Fages Fenmy Loaders is the only i'iq.:m!_-h_ For those
biisinesses listed under “Shoe Repair,” shining rep-
resacnis a relatively smiall part of total imcoome, with
shoes despped off by clents for an impersonal,
el raarized bulf, Spiros Marinos, whose father,
:"..'_-_I._ Il|"v|'l1-|.'|‘| Mk s Shoes .:I'| Tl |r||r'|1|r'~ ]]l;||'\-|;r|||

|

Ikvenporl arca over A0 years ago, & sunprised fo
teear absouit Penomy s operation and secs it more &5
revelatben than as competition. "1 can't remember
thelast time there were shoeshine bars in Canada”™
he mavs, “And young women! And they dio it all by
hand? It's amaring!”

When 1 el Penny this = that one of the old
guard of Canadian shoe care ks giving her props
sho P, Al '|l|'hl'lllll\.'|:|'|:|:|:|: vears of age. she has
worked 1:1';-. hlhilll;pn ||1_I r.|'-|:|'.1 |r|||.|'| '\|1q: l_Iq_"u._;|!I\"‘-\.
as e alone, standing in a mall, embarrassed,” to
hundreds of shoes being shined for six bucks a pair

alt four pramee bocatinns i Foranto s downkown
widergrounsd (Penny’s Loalercttes sl do special
eventa). And even with all ber special savce and
her knocking, Pemny Simimmsaens still considers her-
sl a purisl. *The heel.” she sayvs, "85 e ackd e ol
shawe -J1||l.i|.1:.1. IF vou've got a good heel, vou've ol
a pood shine, And we give good shine”

BY THE ENEY auf the day, g EETling whiin | really
came here bor. U've practised on Penimy's feet, andd
now the property manager of the Royal Bank
Pl s sifk iJl:; i el ol ame in (e I'i:.- gl thnoae,
wint g, o lerve his shoes shimed, | have my jacket
of, my knees ~.I|.::|'||I'. bemt and iy ||;|J'=I hamd is
clutching a cloth. Bui before | can begin, Penny
stops me.” Looks &l his laces, she savs

Theey are pulled straight across, with the diago
nals on the underade of the lace faps, “You can el
a bt abswiat a man |'\". hiis Laces, LRI 1'|_'|'|I'|:\._ a5 the
praperly meanager looks deswn at us guisacally,
“Either he's had special-forces military traiming
iT! a rl_'l-l.'l_ll."\h“.ﬁi.-l'\-ll.'lIII_| (& 11} r|\||||_||_l|'|| I_|'|n|1-||_' |.||_||_'-\. &)
gt the shoes ofT — or he is 2 man of high gualiny,
with |:Ii!:|'|-|.'|ll.l|i|'."\|'ﬂ'|:". Fither wav, :nu,l".u,- g 1o
take care.”

I s e ervihing I've been ',.||,|-_L_:I|.|. | |_'-.-¢i|-1l1q fin,
[ slap the wax, | special-sauce, | drop the choah,
spin Lhe brushes, | saraighl ar row, | seepee, | do the
twrist, Then [ bk ||p.'|r1i'|i-: hi|j|-.,|_|..lir:. CUAIITIET,
amdd | ask if he wants o see my knockers.
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