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Grocery Shopping
Nikki had a great smile.  It started with a glimmer in her eyes and slowly spread across her face in much the same way as dawn spreads across the morning sky, revealing the few round freckles that were lightly scattered across her nose and cheeks.  She was small for her age, with a slight frame that appeared as if it would break into pieces at the slightest jolt.  She had dark brown hair, almost black, and green eyes, whose expression, were a window to her thoughts and emotions.
She was smiling now, drawing a responsive smile from Mr. Jaworski or Mr. Jay as Nikki called him.  He liked the fact that he saw her almost every day as she picked up the items that her mother put on a shopping list.  If there were no other kids in his store when she was there, he would always slip her a couple of pieces of candy from the container he kept under the counter.
He started packing her groceries noticing that she had a couple of heavy items today, a gallon of milk and 5lbs. of potatoes.
“If’n you likes, I keeps one bag safe here with me, if’n you wanna make two trips,” Mr. Jaworski offered, taking pity on the small child and the tough couple of blocks she would have to traverse to get safely home.  ‘Yes indeed, her home was a safe haven in this neighborhood,’ he thought, ‘at least, as safe as her mother could make it.’
“It’s okay, Mr. Jay, I can manage.” she replied with a smile, hoping that it was true, and then hastily added “Thank you for offering.” remembering her mama’s gentle chiding of always being polite and gracious to everyone.
Mr. Jay finished packing the groceries, slipped her a couple of pieces of candy, caramels today, put her change in a small candy bag and put it in one of her grocery sacks giving her a conspiratorial smile and a wink that occurs when two people share a great secret.

She smiled back, as she did every time when he bagged her change and put it in her grocery sack.  It was such a simple idea that had worked so well, solving her immediate problem.  She remembered how Mr. Jay had comforted her and had solved her huge problem of having to walk by the older boys that play basketball on the concrete patch of ground across the road from her building.
She had nothing to fear from the local boys, and most of the boys that occasionally visited and played there were okay.  They were boys she had known most of her life, who basically ignored her as she was a girl who did not interfere with their business, whatever that business was.  She was always friendly, with a ready smile and a greeting if they were just hanging around.  If they were playing a game, she knew better than to distract them and just walked on by.  Sometimes they would catch a glimpse of her watching out of her third floor apartment window and would wave.  As she did not interfere with them, they did not give her any problems, which was not true of their response toward some of the other kids in the neighborhood.
Occasionally, there were a couple of guys that lived a few streets over in the next neighborhood that came to hustle the locals at half-court basketball; they were as mean as snakes.  She had heard of them by reputation, and never said a word to the locals while they were around as she did not want to draw attention to herself.  Instinctively, she knew that their attention would be a bad thing.  She thought of them as “dudes with ‘tudes.” She was sure that her mother would not approve of that phrase, so she was careful not to use it in her presence.
She was walking by the court just a couple of weeks ago as the ‘dudes’ lost the half-court game to the locals.   Thinking back she knew that she was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.  They were angry, very angry.  They had just lost all of their money because some local runt, without an ounce of athletic ability, had managed to steal the ball and put up a miracle shot just as they were about to win the game.  They looked at one another reaching silent agreement that they had found their mark; they would vent their anger on her.  She saw them hurriedly leaving the court followed by the ribald taunts and scorn of the locals and saw the look they exchanged.  As they got closer and had focused their attention on her, she knew she was in trouble, being only a girl she was an easy target and posed no threat to them.
Nikki’s felt her heart start pounding in her chest like a hammer against her ribs.  As it continued to quicken, it felt as if she had a big lump stuck in her throat and her breath became more ragged as they closed the short distance that separated them.  Her stomach fell to around her knees, feeling like a big rock that was slowing her down considerably, making it impossible for her to flee.  Besides attempting to run to safety seemed futile with the heavy grocery sacks.  The local guys were too busy congratulating themselves on their stunning win, not paying any attention to what was happening on the street.
“What ye got there, little girl?” said the curly-headed one, whose unimaginative nickname was Curly.  “Gimme them grocery sacks!”
“No,” Nikki managed to reply hoarsely, finding courage from deep within, trying to walk past them without stopping, but they moved to block her path, displaying their anger with her as she had tried to ignore them.  
She actually managed to get past them but one of them grabbed her arm in a vice-like grip at the last second and spun her around.  Curly punched her hard in the shoulder, and Nikki felt her arm go numb.  As much as she tried to stifle it, a yelp of pain gushed from her mouth and her grocery bag had dropped like a rock onto the sidewalk, scattering a couple of items on the ground.  The second sack joining it almost silently as she dropped it the short distance to the ground and reached up to try to rub the pain from her shoulder.
The other one with the missing tooth (nicknamed Gap) gave a yelp of glee and put his full weight behind a shove while she wasn’t looking, it was a tackle really, that caught her on the chest and shoulder and sent her flying off the sidewalk into the road.  Nikki felt herself leave the ground and the wind leave her lungs in a rush, and the next thing that she knew was her arm and body scraping along the asphalt as the boys laughed loudly at the pain they caused and her predicament.  If there had been any air in her lungs she would have screamed aloud as another agonizing pain exploded in her hip.  But instead of screaming, she was greeted by a shielding darkness.
Slowly, Nikki became vaguely aware of shouting and loud voices, accompanied with running footsteps. The pain was beginning to make its way through the fog into her consciousness, intensifying with each throb of her heart.  ‘God, please help me, I need you real bad,’ she thought as pain consumed her being as she gasped for air, and then she wondered if He heard what you said if you didn’t use the correct grammar.  
The shouting continued but seemed to be a long way off.  She still could not make sense of it all at first, but after a while she realized it was the guys at the basketball court yelling at someone.  She slowly opened her eyes, but they were immediately assaulted by a slicing light, so she closed them tightly, once again.  She waited a few seconds before opening and closing them a couple more times, trying to pull herself together, which she eventually did manage to do. Nikki tried not to moan out loud as she slowly pulled herself to a sitting position, proud of the fact that even though she felt nothing but pain, she had not cried in front of the boys. She had been on the streets long enough to know that it was fatal to show weakness, because doing so invited more trouble. 
Nikki continued sitting there trying to get her breath back and desperately toughing it out to hold back the tears from both the racking pain and shame of being unable to stop the boys from attacking her.  All she could think of was how alone she was.  It was then that her Mother’s words flashed into he mind - “You are never alone, God is always with you.” Words that had been accompanied by a huge smile and a hug that seemed to wrap around her whole body. 

Wishing her mother was here now and fully realizing that it was not within the realm of possibility, she tried to steady her breathing.  After a couple of minutes the sharp pain in her shoulder and leg had subsided a little, which just allowed her to feel the pounding throb which filled her whole being.  She closed her eyes once more to summon all of her strength.  After she had gained a little more composure she opened her eyes once more to begin getting to her feet, but was greeted by the sight of a couple of basketball shoes with legs attached and fear gripped her once more.  Finally summoning the courage to look up she discovered that it was Joey, one of the local boys that had been playing basketball against the two dudes.  He walked around behind her and she felt his strong hands grip her beneath her arms and help her lift herself to her feet, somehow missing the area where her shoulder had been pounded. After he had helped her to her feet, he steadied her with his arms until she could stand by herself. After he was sure she could stand unassisted, he bent down and retrieved her groceries, placing the errant items that had been scattered back in the bag.
“You gonna be okay?” Joey asked anxiously again as he looked at her pale face, knowing what a supreme effort she was making in fighting back the tears and keeping her composure.
“I’ll be fine.  Thanks for everything” she replied as he picked up her groceries.

“You want me to walk you home?” he asked.

“No, I will be okay.  I’m so close to being there anyway,” she responded, knowing that if he helped her into the house, he would get a lot of ribbing from his friends.

“I’ll just run your groceries up and put them by your door.  Okay?” he offered, taking off at a pace she couldn’t have matched even on a good day.  The guys would probably tease him a little for what he had done so far.  Had she been badly hurt, she knew that they would have gone to get Mrs. Plinski from down the street, or if it was severe enough would have called emergency services.  There was no guarantee that an ambulance would show up in less than 30 minutes, as this neighborhood wasn’t exactly high on the priority list.
She went to take a step, trying not to cry out as waves of pain racked her body once more, making her stop again quickly.  A gasp escaped her lips as she took each step in spite of her resolve.  She had barely made it back to the curb and sat down when Joey reappeared, bounding down her front steps and walked back toward her, trying not to show his concern. 
“I appreciate your help.  Please don’t let me keep you any longer from your game.” She said, thinking that Joey was feeling a little awkward and didn’t know what to do.  “I’ll be perfectly fine from here to the apartment.”

“You sure you don’t want me to help you to your place?”  Joey smiled at her hoping that she was indeed alright.  When she shook her head “No” he didn’t know what else he could do. “Later!” he called over his shoulder as he made his way back to the basketball court.  He could not explain why he had gone to help her; he had not even considered what the other boys were going to think of him lending a helping hand.  Well, he had sisters and wouldn’t want them left on the street like that.  He hoped that someone would help them in the same way if they ran into trouble.
 “You gonna play or what, Captain America?” one of the guys called out to Joey as he was returning to the court, “Cause if you are, you need to get that shirt off, you’re a skin.”
The locals might laugh a little at Joey, but each one wished that he had been the one that had gone to help Nikki.  She was the age of a few of their sisters, except she didn’t have the mean mouth or all of the hang-ups and streaks of spite their sisters had.  She was easy to talk to and when they occasionally asked, she would pick up things from Mr. Jay’s store for them without making a fuss.  She was just a great kid.  Had the thought crossed their mind, they would have voted her most likely to succeed in getting out of this neighborhood and making something out of her life.
When Nikki saw that the extent of the ribbing that Joey got was just the passing comment, she was glad.  She had forgotten her pain for a few moments as her concern for Joey was paramount in her mind.  When she tried to move, however, she was sharply reminded of her injuries, the most painful of which, right now, was her thigh.  She stopped and sucked in her breath and stood without moving for a few moments.
She took the opportunity to survey her clothes with utter dismay.  Her gaze traveled down to her skirt with the ripped seams starting at the pockets and gaping down to mid-thigh level, dirt, grease and a huge footprint on her thigh and surrounding material.  ‘They got Mom’s money!” she thought with dismay.  Well, she couldn’t worry about it right now, she would think about it later.  She decided that it was time to try to make it up to their third floor apartment.
She raised herself up onto the curb with supreme effort and slowly limped the remaining twenty feet to her apartment building, pausing to take a few breaths between each step.  She felt the tears welling up once again, and this time she didn’t know if she was going to be able to hold them back.  She became aware of a trickling sensation on her arm, and when she looked, she was amazed to find that it was blood.  When she reached the steps of the apartment building, she lowered herself onto the second step and took a rest.  
She looked for something to wipe the blood from her arm as it was dripping onto the pavement.  She didn’t want to have blood dripping all over the place.  She came up empty-handed, until, she noticed that a pocket was virtually torn off her skirt.  She finished the deed by pulling at it until the thread finally gave and began wiping her arm with the pocket, so that it wouldn’t drip on the floors inside the house.

She watched the guys across the street play for a few minutes and decided that it was time to climb the steps into the building.  Nikki held onto the railing taking one step at a time, painfully dragging her sore leg up to the next step.  It took her five minutes to make it up the outside flight of stairs and into the building.  But she made it.  She lowered herself once more onto the second step of the staircase inside the house and as the relief washed over her combined with the fact that she was no longer visible to the street, she let her emotions run free and the dam broke inside.  The tears ran like a faucet, dripping from her face down onto her legs and then to the floor.  She sat there crying for at least ten minutes trying not to sob (as that sent waves of pain through her body) letting her body vent all of her pent up emotions of the last thirty minutes.

Finally, her tears slowed and eventually dried up to a trickle, so with a tremendous effort she pulled herself to her feet once more.  The throbbing seemed to be getting worse, and her joints were stiffening a little, so she decided that she had better not sit down again until she got into her apartment.  She began the arduous task of pulling herself up the stairs one at a time, the climb up the stairs seemingly endless.  She felt faint from total exhaustion when she finally reached the top of the second flight of stairs, the third floor and her apartment.  After opening the door, she pulled the groceries inside the door, leaving them there as the bags contained nothing that could spoil.

She sat down on one of the kitchen chairs with relief that she was safe at last.  There would not have been any way that she could have carried the groceries up the stairs.  She had no idea how hurt she had been, and now that she thought about it she was that much more grateful for the act of kindness that Joey had shown.  After sitting there for about fifteen minutes, she got up and was surprised how stiff she felt.  She dragged herself into the bathroom, once again aware of the insistent throbbing that was coursing through her body unchecked.  She looked with dismay at her ruined clothes, discarding her tattered threads on the floor.  She then contemplated the best way to wash the blood, grit and grease from her body, as there was no way she would be able to get into the bathtub.   The pain finally forced her to give up, so she wrestled with an oversize t-shirt, even getting that on was a complicated process due to the pain in her arm, but once clothed again, she went back to the kitchen chair to wait on her mother to get home from work.  She was too tired and too upset to attempt her homework, but for once she didn’t care.
When she had limped into his store a couple of days later, Mr. Jay had expressed his concern over her limp.  With his sympathy, her brave façade had completely broken down once again and she told him about the event through her sobs and gasps for breath.  Mr. Jay had listened to her very carefully, his concern evident and displayed openly on his face.
“Most of the time, there is usually a way to get aroun’ fightin’, not always though.  But some kids, they’s jus’ mean to the core!” he told her.  He thought about it a while as he helped her collect the items on her list and then asked, “Did they touch the groceries at all?”
“No.  They asked for them, but I don’t remember them taking anything.  I think everything was there when I got home.”

“Well then.  Hows about we put your money in a candy bag.  If’n they asks you for money, then you can jus’ tells them that now I let your momma pays once’t a week.”
“You think that will work?”

“I don’ see why not.”

So last week, when Curly and Gap had stopped her once more, she still felt the now familiar panic well up inside her chest and started sweating at their approach.  But as Mr. Jay instructed, she had simply turned her pockets out, told them what Mr. Jay had told her to say to them.  To her utter amazement, they simply grumbled to themselves and went on their way.  Of course, the fact that the guys remaining on the court were becoming vocal and started heading for the gate might have had a little something to do with their decision to quickly depart.

They had not even thought to look in the grocery bag.  Mr. Jay was right, they looked for the obvious and didn’t think things through, and that was their weakness.  She had been so excited and relieved that it had worked so well, that she almost broke down in tears there on the street.  She was ever so grateful to Mr. Jay for coming up with this solution.  She waved at the guys on the court and continued to cross the street to go to her apartment.
With the thought of them leaving her alone fresh in her mind, she gave Mr. Jay another big smile.  When Mr. Jay had finished packing her groceries, she picked up her two bags of groceries, gave Mr. Jay a thank-you and bid him goodbye.  He walked around the counter and opened the door for her.  He watched her head down the street and then closed the door behind her, the bells jangling above his head as he did so.  He absent-mindedly watched her through the window as she made her way slowly down the remainder of the block and turned the corner.  When he could see her no more, he automatically checked to see who was out and about this sunny afternoon.  Not much traffic on the streets right now.  That will change within the next hour as the rush would start when people started getting off work.
His thoughts lingered on how lovely a child she was and the difficulties life probably had in store for her, which saddened him a little.  If only it was possible to keep the hope and spirit of our youth.  As he turned to get back to work he muttered, “Please, you takes care of that precious child.  God, you do that?  Her life gonna be plenty hard ‘nough without no extra troubles!”
“Amen to that!” his wife said from behind him, startling him a little.  She had slipped into the shop from the store room while he had been at the shop door.  She gave him a quick peck on the cheek and then announced, as she did every afternoon at this time, “I am going to make dinner, do you have any special requests?”
He followed the daily ritual and responded, “No, not tonight.  Whatever you feels like makin’ will be fine with me.”

She beamed as she always did and went upstairs to their living quarters.  Her full skirt swayed from side to side as she climbed the stairs.  It was a task that took her a little bit longer these days, which just meant that Mr. Jay got to hear her singing to herself a little longer, and that was a good thing, as he loved to hear her sing.
He watched her go with an ache in his heart.  How had he been so lucky to get such a wonderful wife, truly a mate for life.  She may have a few extra pounds, well, maybe more than a few pounds, but she had a generous spirit and happy disposition.  The best thing of all was that she loved him, and made him feel important.
Their marriage was truly a partnership.  He was so gregarious, a born salesman, and she shy, but very organized and capable of handling a lot of detail.  So he was a natural fit to run the store and stock the supply room and shelves, when shipments were received, and she took care of the ordering supplies, the bookkeeping and the money.

He thought about how much he loved this woman, and what events had transpired to bring about their meeting.  He would do anything in the world to make his wife happy and her burden less.  Well, maybe not anything - there was a very big line that you did not cross.  It wasn’t that he was concerned about the thought and feelings of others; he knew he had to live with the small voice of his conscience, which kept a strict account of the right and wrongdoings in his life.
‘Well, enough of this daydreaming’ he thought to himself, ‘Time to restock the shelves before the rush.’
So he turned to his task with enthusiasm, looking forward to the nightly exchanges with the customers, catching up on their lives and events of the day.  It was his favorite part of the day.
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