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			THE EMPEROR OF SHOES

			Alex Cohen, a 26-year old Jewish Bostonian, is living in southern China where his father runs a family-owned shoe factory. Lost and searching, Alex reluctantly assumes the helm of the company, absorbing the generations-old secrets of the trade from his loving but neurotic father. As Alex explores the plant’s vast floors and assembly lines he comes to a grim realization: employers are exploited, regulatory systems are corrupt, and Alex’s own father is engaging in payoffs and bribes to protect the bottom line. Then he meets a seamstress named Ivy.

			As Alex and Ivy grow close, Alex’s sympathies begin to shift to the Chinese workers, who labor under brutal conditions, stitching, sewing and cobbling shoes for American companies. But when Ivy’s past resurfaces, her broader goals become apparent. She is an embedded organizer of a pro-democratic Chinese party, secretly sowing dissonance among her fellow laborers. Will Alex remain loyal to his father and his heritage? Or will the sparks of revolution ignite?

			Drawing on his own family’s experiences, Spencer Wise explores the evolution of a precarious Jewish family empire as it struggles to adapt in a global landscape. Deftly plotted and vibrantly drawn, The Emperor of Shoes is a timely meditation on idealism, ambition, father-son rivalry, and cultural revolution, set against a striking backdrop of social and technological change in contemporary southern China.
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			Born in Boston, Spencer Wise is a graduate of Tufts University and the University of Texas at Austin. He is the winner of the 2017 Gulf Coast Prize in nonfiction. His work has appeared in Narrative Magazine, 

			Hayden’s Ferry Review, The Florida Review, and New Ohio Review. Wise teaches at Florida State University and lives in Tallahassee.

		

	
		
			PRAISE FOR THE EMPEROR OF SHOES

			‘Spencer Wise’s The Emperor of Shoes is one of the most complex, nuanced, character-rich first novels I have ever read. It is utterly original in portraying a twenty-first century Jewish diaspora, with one foot in homeland America and one foot in Asia creating consumer products, and, for Wise’s protagonist, with an accompanying empathy for China’s grassroots aspirations. Wise comes to us fully-flighted as a master stylist and a compelling storyteller’ – Robert Olen Butler, Pulitzer Prize-winning author of A Good Scent from a Strange Mountain

			‘Fresh and innovative, Spencer Wise’s The Emperor of Shoes is the latest addition to the tradition of young-man fiction that starts with Bellow and Roth. This is the best first novel I’ve ever read’ – David Kirby, National Book Award nominated author of The House on Boulevard Street
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			for my dad

		

	
		
			It’s a bright moon outside, and from the window of my house I can see the skeletal gray of the factory, the banners draped like sashes and the deep arterial red of Mandarin characters demanding change, and I’m wondering how the fuck this Jewish kid from Boston could somehow wind up a YouTube hero in the Chinese Revolution.

			I’m standing by the window thinking about Jews and shoes and this beautiful Chinese woman asleep behind me.

			Ivy.

			I should go to her now. Crawl into bed and wrap her in my arms.

			But I don’t move.

			I see my face half-dissolved in the glass. My own eyes reflected back.

			So this is the place I came to first for my father. Guangdong, where Dad has made shoes for what feels like forever. South China. This country that my father embraced. In his own demented way, of course. He wanted me here. But not here here, as in this moment, on the night of the protests.

			Something else must’ve brought me to this country. Because I ended up someplace I never would’ve expected. Nor my father. Nor any of us.

			It’s quiet in the house, but I can still hear the workers chanting. What a sound. They listened to us, didn’t they? The workers. And tomorrow more people will listen and see on YouTube.

			I brace myself against the window frame and turn back to Ivy on the bed. I can see her clearly, bluing in the moonlight behind me, twisted in the white sheet. She’s knitting her brow the way she does when she calls me on my bullshit – of which there’s plenty – and her lips are moving silently as if she’s still shouting into the megaphone, dreaming of what we’ve been through.

			But I never could have anticipated her being here in my bed.

			I know her, don’t I? I’ve been to her village, to Beijing – places sacred to her.

			But there’s always something out of reach. Some feeling that even as well as I know her now, I’m not sure I know her at all.

			I turn back to the window.

			Palm trees in the yard, trunks white with lime. Rain dripping off the broad leaves. A scrungy cat hiding in the hollow of a banyan tree.

			I can’t sleep.

			Dad’s over at the hotel in Nanhai and maybe he’s in the tub and the water’s rushing up, the faucet steams, the water rises, lapping at the sides, spilling over onto the white tiles. The water keeps rising until it’s right under his nose, even with the lip of the tub, and he says to Karri, ‘Shut it off.’

			But you’re kidding yourself, Pops. There’s no shutting it off now.

			There are decisions to make by sunrise. My father. Ivy. This world is opening. Has opened. It’s not the closed little plant that my father built. It’s a different world, the one I’m going to be living in, and I don’t understand my place in it.

			A Jew. Is that what I am? I don’t know. Maybe I’m the schmuck who lost China. Who ruined everything.

			What does that even mean here in China. To be a Jew. I’m now a citizen of the world? We’ve always been citizens of the world. No, that’s not true. We’ve always been outsiders. On the run.

			But where to?

			I turn away from the window and I walk over to the bed and sit on the edge of the mattress with my back to Ivy.

			And I think: it was just her and me and whatever passed between us on her grandmother’s houseboat. The beginning, for us, for everything. That much I know, even if the rest is not very clear. It was Ivy and me sitting back to back on a tin-roofed houseboat on the Pearl River with a nuclear power plant vanishing in the dusk along the far bank, while her grandmother cleaned a chicken and threw the feathers overboard.

		

	
		
			1

			Ivy was a stitcher from the sample room and a former organizer at Tiananmen. Her name of course is not Ivy but Hanjia Liu, a name I was always botching, my up-tones down, or down up, and even though I very badly wanted to say it correctly, it wound up being this terrible mystery in my mouth.

			I felt her damp back against mine, a heat spreading along her spine – this was more than we’d ever touched. I wanted to reach back and take her hand, but I knew this wasn’t a date. It was very hot. Sitting there quietly was enough. Dayenu. That drippy Passover song triggered on reflex. It would have been enough. The lie of gratitude. Everyone wants more.

			Suddenly I felt the weight of Ivy’s hair lifted off my shoulders, a coolness on my neck, and without turning around I knew she had put up her hair in a hastily swirled bun without any sort of tie as she always did before she ate. She handed me a piece of dragon fruit, and I bit it, crisp and light, crunched on the tiny black seeds. Before the sweetness on my lips evaporated, her hand was beside my ear again, another pearly white slice pinched between her index and middle fingers. Already she had sewing knuckles, bony red swelling in the joints below her nails. I took the fruit. We ate in silence. I had the urge to fill it with any old nonsense, just to hear noise, terrified by the calmness like a boot on my chest. If only there was a way to stay in that moment. Of course I couldn’t. I had to face my father. Ivy said she didn’t want to make me choose between them, between a father and a dagongmei, a migrant, working girl.

			I had to get back; I was going to be late to meet him for dinner at the hotel. A whole afternoon had quietly slipped past since I got on the back of Ivy’s motorbike at the shoe factory like a lunatic who wants to get kidnapped, as my father would say, and she took me here to her grandmother’s riverboat on the eve of the Tomb Sweeping holiday when it’s expected that all children come home. 

			The way out was climbing onto one of the Styrofoam block rafts and ferrying myself to shore and taking Ivy’s motorbike back to the hotel where my father was likely tying an Izod pullover around his waist, slipping into boat shoes, and dabbing a swale of Neosporin under each nostril so he didn’t catch a cold because China is the last place to fuck around. And unbeknownst to my father but very beknownst to Ivy, his own security guards, for an extra fifty yuan, had slid Ivy’s leaflets for a new workers’ union under the doors at the dormitories. But as long as I sat there in the old tin-roofed houseboat, as long as I stayed put and focused on what was in front of me, I was fine. The moment I moved I became a traitor.

			Enough already. I rose to my feet, my legs numb from sitting so long, and as I was punching my thighs to get the blood flowing, Ivy bickered with her grandmother in Chinese. I swung my leg over the gunwale and my foot touched the Styrofoam block, this makeshift raft in the water that would take me the fifty yards to shore. Ivy handed me the ferry pole, warning that it wasn’t as easy as it looked, balancing on this block not much wider than my shoulders. Now I had both feet down, wobbling badly, and I paddled in long strokes like a ferryman. I felt the whole village's eyes on me, the weight of expectation. My father had probably left for dinner without me, and he was already at the churrascaria in the hotel yelling fish! at the waiters carrying swords of lamb. The Emperor demanded fish, not treif. Dad had as much religion as you’d find in a pork bun, but that wouldn’t stop him from invoking God if that fish didn’t come snappy.

			The raft teetered to the left, dipped below the waterline, and I was squatting flat-footed and spread-kneed as I’d seen the fishermen do; it was a position you had to learn in China to survive. There was no reason I couldn’t. On the top of my thighs I felt a good burn and an ache building in my knees, but you couldn’t stand up, no one did. I made twenty yards without too much problem when my knees began to quake. I felt eyes on me. But I couldn’t go back, couldn’t lose face even in front of strangers.

			So I kept dipping the pole into the water and pulling it along the length of my body, but the burn in my knees turned to a violent tremble, and I stood. One moment, my shoulders squared to the shore, the next I’d fallen off the raft, straight into my father’s poison. Our poison. This river roiling with chrome and lime, sulfur and soda ash. It’s nasty business, boy. For a moment I saw it coming right up to my face like black syrup, a hard sheen, and then I hit on my right side. Under. The water singeing my nostrils. Lye. I tucked my chin to my chest and blew out through my nose. Eyes sealed tight, lips too, but a taste of rust bled through, a drop of silver on the tip of my tongue. Blackness and terror. The knock of the tip of my sneaker against something hard. Drag of my heavy clothes, as if the river was going to swallow me, draw me deeper. One arm was quick to fly up while the other scraped to the side, my legs, too, out of sync, lost in my own body thrashing for the surface. A burn in my lungs. My blood screamed.

			My head broke free. I took a huge breath and I heard the village laughing and yelling, gweilo! Ghost man in Cantonese. In the factory everyone was known by their job: heel puller, freight girl, fecalist, glue mixer, and I was the Head of Development, but as soon as I stepped outside the factory I was gweilo and had been from the start a year ago. A heavy ammoniac smell wafted off the water as I swam, lifting my chin high, to the cement landing on the shore, not ten feet from a yawning corrugated metal sewage pipe.

			A Chinese man in a white pressed shirt and slacks stood on the landing with his kid and wife who was lifting her long skirt slightly off the wet slab. The husband waved RMB bills in the air, shouting to the boats for fresh carp, and I tried not to think about that fish coming out of the same river. But I was glad he was there, because the houseboats tacked over to business mode and forgot me. Reaching into their pails, the fishermen hooked a finger into the gills of the carp, and held them high above their heads, tails flapping, for the customer to choose.

			I hauled myself out of the water onto the landing right beside the city man who took one glance and said, ‘Ah, ah, ah,’ then went right back to haggling, as if nothing unusual happened: another fully clothed gweilo crawling out of the river. On top of the steep bank, Ivy’s motorbike, an old Honda CG125 with a bright orange fuel tank, leaned up against the skeleton of a Russian Tupelov plane, crash-landed and abandoned in a bramble of bamboo and vine, and stripped clean as a scalded pig, a steel carcass with the iron beams curved like whale bones. Most of the roofs on the houseboats were scrabbled together with aluminum paneling from the plane. These were China’s first commercial planes, the ones my father rode from Beijing to Guangzhou, bucking and diving under inexperienced hands, falling from the sky all over the country.

			One of the men on the bank loading his flatbed with crates of lychee stopped to throw me a fishy towel from the cab of his truck. A coarse rag with deep crimson stains, sparkle of scales, and a heavy scent. But he was watching me closely, so I wiped myself down, leaving my face alone, and tossed it back. Reeking of fish guts and dehairing chemicals was not how I wanted to show up late to dinner with my father. But if I got right on the bike and hurried then maybe I’d have time to change, though, by now, he was probably done with his meal and reaching his hand over the glass sneeze-guard of the Häagen-Dazs cart with the sign on top that reads Ice Cream: Messiah of Happiness and scooping himself a big bowl of French vanilla while one of the waitresses rushed across the room, waving her hands over her head and apologizing for neglecting him. Oh, now you come running?

			I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket but of course it was dead. The last text message from my father received a few hours ago had read: ‘ERA?‚’ and I’d sent back, ‘In Little League? About 7.25. 10 if I was crying.’ He’d meant ETA of course, but I’d silenced the phone after that, so whatever he wrote back was a mystery.

			Turning to Ivy’s motorbike, I lifted the choke, pulled the clutch, and slammed my foot down on the kick start, all in the order that she’d taught me. I waved one last time to Ivy who was standing on the bow of the boat. Aside from her, I think the whole village was ready for me to leave.

			Ivy had lied to her grandmother and pretended I was her boyfriend. ‘A white boyfriend is better than nothing,’ she’d said to me. Her family called her sheng nu, a leftover woman, she’d told me, while we were eating at the BBQ street stalls outside the market in Li Shui, not far from the factory. That’s where we first started talking, over oysters with garlic, chicken feet, pork sausage.

			‘Unwanted,’ she whispered, and I thought, That’s crazy, you’re not unwanted by me. I bet a hell of a lot of people want you.

			I’d figured she wasn’t over twenty-four, but who knew. I didn’t pretend to understand Chinese culture. Maybe twenty-four was late. Or maybe she was much older and I couldn’t tell.

			‘Is your family originally from down here?’ I asked. ‘Yes. But I have business in Beijing.’

			‘Business.’

			‘Yes.’

			She left it vague. Maybe she meant an ex-husband. Or maybe she was married. I didn’t want to push.

			‘It’s nice?’ I asked. ‘Beijing. I haven’t been yet.’

			‘It’s changed.’

			‘Since?’

			Ivy tightened up. She stared at me. Didn’t blink or look away.

			‘Tiananmen,’ she said.

			‘You mean –’ and then I stopped myself because it was obvious that’s what she meant. I straightened up in my chair. Thinking about 1989, trying to do the math in my head. Was she forty? She could be. Even with me figuring she was twenty-four she could be forty. I looked harder and there was a puckering around the eyes, a wrinkle – no, I was making all that up. There were no signs. You wouldn’t know. Maybe if you were Chinese and you knew where to look. But not me.

			‘So you were young,’ I said. ‘When everything –’

			She nodded. ‘I am thirty-six.’

			She wasn’t shy about it.

			‘I’m sorry,’ I said. Then I tapped myself on the forehead. ‘Not about thirty-six. About the other –’

			‘It’s okay,’ she said, smiling.

			I turned away from her.

			A few tables down, a girl was taking the extensions out of her friend’s hair. It was like she was reaching into the roots and peeling off these wide wefts of stiff black hair, and I suddenly had this flash of one of my mother’s wigs – one of these sheitels she wore once she’d gone full-blown Orthodox – hanging on the bedpost, its bald owner smoking by the window.

			I looked back at Ivy.

			Her hair was her own. Real. I was thinking about what had happened in that decade, that black hole between us, whatever it was she’d seen. She knew things, more than me, and I wanted to know everything, and suddenly I was thinking about her hair falling forward into my face and her lips hovering above mine and somehow I ended up saying, ‘I’m younger.’

			She laughed. ‘I know.’

			‘I’m twenty-six,’ I said. I should’ve lied. Tried thirty-one on her.

			‘You wouldn’t remember – you’re too young.’ Tiananmen she meant. It took me a second because I was thinking about what she called me. ‘I do a little,’ I lied. ‘Some things. I remember my father talking.’

			She drew back, but she didn’t answer. She wound up changing topics. I read that as her way of saying there was too much between us.

			But on the riverboat, I knew Ivy had used me to give her grandmother hope, and the truth was I didn’t mind being used as long as I was useful to her. Since her grandmother disliked Americans and the British for political reasons, I’d played, at Ivy’s suggestion, an inspired Australian language teacher, faultlessly rendered, every stereotype I could recall, until the grandmother told me I sounded nothing like the Australian missionary stationed at her house when she was ten. Ivy had translated this to me and finished by saying, ‘She spent a lot of time with him, and she doesn’t think you sound Australian.’

			‘What happened to, “She’ll buy anything?”’ I asked.

			‘I forgot about Australia,’ Ivy said. ‘Sorry. But don’t make frowns or she’ll know she caught us. Can you do a Switzerland accent? I promise she does not know about Switzerland.’

			So I became Swiss, though mostly it sounded as if I’d had a sudden stroke that left the right side of my face paralyzed. Ivy’s grandmother smiled politely and let me get through a few sentences before saying something in Cantonese, which Ivy translated as, ‘You can’t put a swan back in its egg.’

			I’d brought Ivy’s grandmother the hopelessly lame present of espadrille heels from the factory. She blushed when she tried them on, somehow squeezing her foot – like splintered driftwood, knobby and crooked – inside the shoes. Better I should have given her a head of cabbage. Still, she wore them for the rest of the afternoon while mending one of her fishing nets and prepping dinner. A few times I caught her wincing when she had to walk, possibly bleeding on the back of the heel, but when we told her to take them off and relax, she crossed her legs at the knee, arched her back, and lifted her chin. ‘I feel like a woman you see out in the world,’ she said. ‘This is how city girls sit, isn’t it?’ Ivy giggled through the translation. Then her grandmother put her legs wide apart, and leaned forward, elbows on thick knees. ‘This is how we sit in the country. Always something between our legs.’ She grabbed her fishing net, dropped it between her feet and began sewing.

			I remembered this botched plan as I went wheeling on the motorbike down the narrow dirt paths between rice paddies. My skin tingled, a dull itchy burn, and the cold wind pasted my wet jeans to my legs. I passed women walking back from the fields, slow and determined, wooden yokes across their shoulders carrying bamboo bundles lashed with string. The rice fields ran up to a village, and I was weaving through snug alleys with the smell of wood smoke and there was a family stir-frying shahe fen for the holiday by a fire pit and I could see just a part of their faces, each one lit in the quiet flame, but one face jumped out, that of a young woman, and just for a brief second her round face rose to mine and just as quickly it vanished.

			Foshan in the distance: spotlights on top of the skyscrapers scanned the river as if they were looking for someone down below where the first fireworks came sizzling off the barges, exploding red and gold against the tarred sky. I couldn’t walk into the hotel restaurant like this: shivering, clothes rumpled and half-wet, smelling like old fish and factory sludge. One step in and Dad would size me right up: Oh, you’ve decided to come dressed like our old super, Chaim Pupik, from the cellar. I turned onto Haiwu Road, the Intercontinental Hotel rose before me like a black column. A fog had rolled in, sitting high up on the building, which looked like an upside down reflection of itself in the water: the bottom half smooth and slate, the top all wiggly and distorted and smoky, as if the hotel grew through a misty lake. The building was brand spanking new, in the last four years, same with the canal and the lake; nothing here, not even the blacktop beneath my tires, was more than five years old. Every pavilion and park and shrub, balanced and harmonized, five elements in perfect accord, clean and tidy, and on the street-side of the Interconti, standing on the manicured grass, a taxi driver was pissing on a red azalea bush.

			I parked Ivy’s bike beside a fleet of Rolls and Bentleys. The head doorman, Li Jun – hair oiled back – came bombing down the steps and asked, ‘Good evening, Mr Younger Cohen? And how is the respected one above, Mr Cohen?’

			‘Just fine.’

			Li Jun has known my father for as long as he’s lived in this hotel. But I bet my dad doesn’t even know his name.

			I palmed Li Jun two ten-yuan coins to park the bike under the hotel. He shook them like dice in his fist – that was the sound of the hotel – coins jangling. If you didn’t tip, you might as well have been a ghost, no one would serve you.

			Past the revolving lobby doors, the first blast of air-conditioning swam up to my chin. I shivered, my shirt like wet cardboard. Coming straight toward me was Karri, the Chinese hotel manager in her cardinal-red pencil skirt, matching blazer, hair tied back in a solemn bun, and her hands folded in front. Her heels conked on the marble then silently sank into the crimson rug with golden arabesques that looked like hundreds of flirty eyes winking. She was in my father’s shoes. One of his designs: faux snake, a pink plug on the vamp.

			I was betting she was going to say something related to my attire: ‘Perhaps you aren’t aware of our rear door?’ She studied hospitality in Sweden. Imagine the house she keeps. But instead Karri said, ‘Pursue me,’ pivoted sharply on one heel, a military vestige of her middle-school PLA training, and walked briskly toward the elevator.

			‘Follow you?’ I asked.

			She was already ten steps ahead when she wheeled around with her eyes closed in frustration. ‘Yes. Yes. Follow. In present.’

			‘Now?’

			‘YES!’ She tapped the glass face of her watch with her nail. ‘Fedor – Mr Cohen – is forecasting you upstairs. He does not like waiting. Therefore, more speedy.’ She was off again toward the elevator banks, and all of a sudden there was a rush of heat to my face and I knew. It was her. Karri was Dad’s mistress. A woman like that is her own dowry! The old dog. Of course – was it a month ago? two? – in this same lobby, Pop and I had been waiting for a factory car and I was telling him about a late shipment while he was staring over at Karri in her red uniform, like a burning phoenix flower, smiling and chatting away with a rakish older Brit, and Dad tilted his head in the man’s direction. ‘That old-timer thinks he’s going to put the wood to her.’

			‘Pop,’ I said. ‘Did you hear anything? We’ll lose the whole margin.’

			Now it was obvious. He was really saying, I’m the one schtupping this broad. As I was sure he’d schtupped for twenty years. Up and down the coast.

			Karri pressed the button for the sixteenth floor and, once the elevator doors closed, she took out a white handkerchief from her breast pocket and wiped away her fingerprints from the gold-plated panel, as though we were running a jewel heist. Same fingers that had gripped my father’s jug-handle ears and poured him out; those polished, French tips scribbling down his hairy back toward the one sneaky mole down by his ass that he swore would kill him in the end. Karri started wiping down the brass railing inside the elevator, the wood beads of her Mala bracelet rustled. She was Buddhist and potching my dad. Sort of added up actually: if life was suffering she wasn’t taking any shortcuts.

			But if that was the Buddhist part of her, there was another part too, which I saw by looking over her shoulder down the narrow lapel of her blazer, down the shirred V-neckline of her blouse to a glimpse of scalloped lace on her lime green bra peeking out, which quickly disappeared with a scoop of her finger. Karri gave me a weak smile and reflexively folded her arms across her chest, bracelet against breast like a twofer of secrets. Looking me up and down, she frowned at my filthy outfit and said, ‘Next time use my rear entrance.’

			‘That’s definitely not what you mean,’ I said.

			The sixteenth floor opened to a Brazilian restaurant. Karri led me past the salad bar and the pasta station. Usually my father was at one of these buffets, never ordering anything, just leaning way too close to the food, saying, What’s this, what’s this, what’s this and abruptly shaking his head like he was calling off a catcher. At the back of the restaurant a Filipino woman sang Tracy Chapman’s ‘Fast Car’ in a short sequined dress. We whisked past waiters carrying charred flanks and squeezed through tables – six inches of space – and where a sideways Karri slipped easily through, I was dragging my belly and groin against the shoulders of women in backless gowns, apologizing to everyone I touched.

			We reached a door behind the band stage that opened to a private room. There was my dad at a round table talking with the top management of the factory. I felt a sudden sharp shift in the air, a rush of cold that knifed the words off my father’s lips mid-sentence. I could not move from the weight of his look across the room, could scarcely draw a breath, but then his mouth broke into a faint, slow smile where only the right side of his lip curled up.

			The special room was a circle of onyx walls polished to a high gloss so I could see my own face in a murky reflection above Dad’s head, staved together on a totem pole.

			‘The VIP graces us,’ Dad said.

			I said a cursory hello to the table and went to sit down, forgetting all my guanxi – no, it wasn’t that I forgot, it was Karri pushing me, her warm hand in the small of my back, toward the armless white leather chair, which my father was stroking like a cat. I sat down while Karri leaned toward him. They began discussing the dinner menu. I needed to stand up, bow formally and shake hands, but right as I moved to stand, the head waitress buzzed into the room talking in Chinese. For such an intimate room, there were people rushing back and forth, conversations in all these languages, and Dad had his big gut pressed against the table. All the muscle was in his shoulders, wide and stout, regular suits never fit, so he was wearing one of his custom-made getups. Most of the other men wore simple tailored black jackets with gold ties and khakis, but Dad was sitting there in a bright velvet suit like a giant purple berry. Holdover pimp from the ’80s. It’s style, kid, you wouldn’t understand.

			There was a famous tailor in Hong Kong who made custom suits off a mannequin replica of my father. On your first visit, he slathered you up in this gummy silicone and mummy-wrapped you in plaster bandages. The tailor stored the mannequin in an underground warehouse; all these body doubles in perfect neat rows like the terra-cotta warriors at Xi’an. ‘Say you want a new suit,’ Dad said to anyone who’d listen, ‘you just call up. Never have to waste a trip – ach, wasted trips! – never again. That’s Chinese efficiency. Tailors, you got to understand, are like the early primates of Jewish business. Sure we invented off-the-rack, but the Chinese hang you by it.’ Dad’s little setup took real discipline though. Don’t dare gain a pound, otherwise the tailor has to start all over. For it to work, you are who you are forever.

			‘…and very well, sir,’ Karri said, ‘The duck prepared how? Szechuan, the entire head, breast, thigh, or you like Peking, sliced skin rolled up with scallion?’

			‘Oh, no,’ Dad said, looking her dead in the eye. ‘I want the whole bird.’ His jaw twitched. She touched the gold butterfly at the base of her throat. Those were thin soles on her shoes and I knew she felt the cold tile on the bottom of her feet, and she was knuckling her toes. Were they painted pink or red? It was a rule in this hotel that all employees wear closed shoes. Five-star but not a single toe.

			‘Of course, sir,’ Karri said politely and walked off, leaving a zip of some sweet scent like Ivory soap behind.

			‘Stand up now,’ Dad said to me. ‘I want you to meet Gang Xiaodan.’

			I stood. ‘I thought this was a dinner for just us two?’ I whispered to Dad. ‘Shouldn’t I change?’

			‘No, no, we waited long enough,’ Dad said, grinning, and I didn’t know how to read that smile or why the hell they were all here, Yong, the co-owner with my dad, and Shen, the plant manager, one Taiwanese, the other Chinese, but especially Gang, the mayor of Foshan. Gang was probably in his early sixties, wearing an old-school button-down tunic. One of these guys from whose face all expression had been sandblasted away by decades of loony Mao slogans piped in through a red squawk box mounted high in the corner of his courtyard.

			Dad said, ‘Gang, this is my boy I was telling you about,’ like I was twelve years old again. Gang didn’t respond right away. You could tell by the way he circled a burl on the table with his finger that he enjoyed an obvious and prolonged show of deference. One of his eyes was brown and the other was dead. It was this milky fog, the right eye, the slightest hint of a colored iris, dull green, beneath a cloud. I was in Gang’s blind spot, wondering if he could see me at all. It was a bit strange that no one had mentioned I was late or that I smelled like raw sewage. You’d think that would come up right away, but they were letting it all slide and there had to be a reason. I felt my future getting sorted out in this black fishbowl with a smooth gold ceiling, not in any understandable way of course, just a crinkling around the edges of my consciousness.

			‘Eldest son,’ Gang said to me, familiarly, but not smiling, ‘why do you look nervous? Relax around me.’ Somehow I got the hunch he could see me through his dead eye. Also that no one had ever relaxed around him. ‘I have a son, too,’ he continued. ‘In Manchester right now studying for exams, or so he tells me. His credit cards tell me something else.’ He smiled now; too perfectly, his teeth must have been veneers. ‘I am only here to wish you congratulations. Also I never turn down a free meal. That is my secret – no filling me up. I am always hungry. It is a curse. I can eat and eat and never gain weight. Still I weigh a hundred sixty pounds. Never feel full. Well, tonight I try again. I want to welcome you officially to Foshan and ask you to think of her as your new hometown. Tell me that. Repeat it now for me with conviction.’

			This struck me as a very odd thing to do, to have me repeat this, as though it was boot camp, but he was a decorated party member and I was just a guest, a temporary resident. So I said it. ‘Foshan is my hometown.’

			‘I don’t believe you,’ he said, ‘still too nervous.’

			Just then Dad nodded to a waitress waiting by the bar below an enormous flat-screen TV, who whispered something into the microphone pinned to her vest, and then the doors blew open and two other waitresses, wearing sleeveless red-and-gold qipao with stand-up collars and double slits up the legs, marched into the room – one holding a tray with a fountain pen and ink pot, the other carrying a stack of documents on a red velvet pillow cushion.

			The girls set the pillow and ink tray down in front of Dad, who nodded, the head waitress nodded, Yong and Shen nodded – some secret communiqué passing between them all – and the young waitress in a short qipao lifted a bottle of red wine off the bar. It had all been planned out in advance, rehearsed; my only surprise was that I didn’t notice it sooner. Everything in Dad’s world order made sense.

			Dad handed me the pillow with the documents on top and before it was even in my hands, I knew it was infinitely heavy. He stood up and raised his glass. ‘I’m not one to make speeches,’ he began, the typical opening of someone who loves nothing more. ‘So I’ll keep this short. It was only a year ago that I brought Alex up to Dongguan to the Avon business, which you remember we were doing out there with Winston and Jerry. So we’re all around the conference table finishing our tea and Winston, you know how he works. He was doing twenty-hour days in the factory, don’t ask me how this is even possible, but he’s designing samples one day and he passes out right in the cutting room. He is out cold. Goes into a coma. This is true. He’s in a coma for about a month when he comes out. He tells me he’s fine, no problem. “Oh, we’re so sorry”, I say, “that’s awful, horrible, da-te-da-te-da”, because it really is, so I say. And Alex, do you know his words to Winston? He says, “What was it like?” To the poor man he says this. You have to admit you said that, Alex. What were you expecting? “Oh, I caught up on my reading”. Did you think he’d recommend a coma? It’s not a day spa, Alex. “How was it?” You have to admit this was not your finest moment. Gang, Yong, Shen, I said to myself, we’ve got trouble, major tsuris. Point is, that’s long in the past and we’ve seen much better days since. Alex, I want you to take over the business for me. I’ll shadow you, but I want to officially sign it over. There’s legal reasons and financial ones too. I can’t do this forever, everyone here agrees. It’s 2015. We’re tired. We don’t look it but we are, and you’re ready, at least we hope to God you are, I’m kidding, you’re ready. It’s time.’

			This whole while I’d been holding the pillow, heavier and heavier in my hands, my palm sweat seeping into the velvet. They all turned to look at me, impatient for the reaction – the correct reaction, which I knew I wasn’t capable of giving. No, it wasn’t that I couldn’t, I just wouldn’t. I was conscious of the fact that I stunk, my clothes still damp and acrid from the river, and somehow that rickety houseboat with the heat crackling over yellow snakeweed, a surge of camphor when the wind picked up – somehow that seemed much safer than this place now.

			My hand went to the pen and held it. It was shaking, and I worried that they would see my shaking hand. This was planned too, I was sure, since the day Dad first held me, wet and bleating, smoothed the blond down on my head like he was testing top grain. So this had always been my fate, ever since the cattle carrier huffed out of Belgium with my grandfather. Okay, Dad, I thought, I’ll be you, and do it just as well.

			‘Sign, Alex,’ Yong said, smiling, ‘or we drown you in the Pearl.’

			He was joking, I hoped, but they were all a little afraid inside. I saw that. The pen was in my hand, my fingers flared, and they were staring at me, at my power to fill up the room. No, I could do this better than Dad. He’d been at it too long; he was dried up. A new approach. Fresh ideas. I’d nudge Dad aside, push if I had to. First I’d ditch the mid-tier department stores and go after the boutiques and higher level brands. Get out of knockoffs. I wanted to do something my father never could, because, smart as he was, he was a knockoff himself, a duplicate of duplicators. I wanted to design originals. Artisan leathers – kid and calfskin – those delicate, soft, supple leathers Dad wouldn’t touch anymore. My own brand I wanted. Stop screwing around with table-runs of 60 percent C-grade hides. No more private label. I saw my own designer brand on the floor at Nordstrom or even Neiman Marcus, under my name. Or some name. I’d find a name. I would try at least. And I figured if it got to be too much, if Dad wouldn’t let me breathe, well, I could pull the rip cord, escape if I needed to. I could always get the hell out.

			There was a silence in the room and I could see my father fidgeting, crossing one leg then the other. I saw his hands too were trembling. The cool air moved across my neck. And there was a drop of ink quivering on the end of the fountain pen. Yong raised his wineglass to me. ‘Good luck, Alex. You can’t forget what the Pirkei Avot says, “Love work. Don’t get friendly with the government.”’

			‘That’s a Chinese favorite,’ Dad said. ‘They think he’s the Jewish Confucius.’

			Here’s the part where you pledge devotion until death, I told myself. And I saw my name bloom in wet ink.
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			I couldn’t sleep that night. I lay in bed trying to make sense of it. What the hell had Dad been thinking? Why would he start this transition now? To train me, sure. Hawk over me as I learned on the job. Okay. But he clearly didn’t trust me. So why now? For himself, of course. Always. Because it was his immortality on the line. So he needed to pass the company over to me. It was his way of saying, You’re the heir to my empire. You’re locked in. You’re not going to leave in two years. You’re on the line. On the hook.

			You’re on the hook to be me.

			There it is. That’s what it meant. I pulled a pillow over my head. It was obvious now. Still, I didn’t think he had any confidence in me and that was why he was always throwing little tests at me. This morning had been one. Over breakfast downstairs. Dad had been eating a grapefruit as I slurped away at the house congee. ‘You’re going native on me,’ he said. Usually he watched CNN on the TV behind my head, but this morning he’d studied me closely. He wagged his spoon a few inches from my face. 

			‘Alex,’ he said – I tried to ignore him and continue eating my congee, this watery rice gruel with dried pork flakes that look like hair from our cowhides – I didn’t even like it, but I kept ordering it every morning. Stubborn. As if one morning I’d love it. ‘Alex,’ Dad said, tapping my hand with the back of his spoon. ‘Alex. Tell me how, if you had to, you’d manufacture this spoon.’

			‘That spoon?’ I said, looking up.

			He waved it slowly back and forth, close to my nose, like he was trying to mesmerize me. ‘Grapefruit spoon,’ he corrected me. He ran the tip of his finger along the serrated edge. ‘Come on, who’s your buyer?’

			‘No one’s buying grapefruit spoons, Dad. Hotels. F&B managers at the hotels…’

			‘There you go,’ Dad cut me off. ‘These hotels are a business. Say a guy comes in right off his flight from Chicago, he’s all ishkabibbled, comes to this restaurant, last thing he wants is that watery shit you’re eating.’

			‘Congee.’

			‘Congo,’ Dad said. ‘No, he wants a good old-fashioned pink ruby.’

			I had an idea. ‘You know what’s in these days – broiled grapefruit.’

			‘Oh, Jesus,’ Dad said, leaning forward in his seat. ‘This happens?’

			‘Fancy dinners,’ I said. ‘First course. You’re with the boss talking around a promotion and the waitress sets a broiled grapefruit on your plate. But you got a common spoon like this.’ I held mine up.

			Dad held his right beside it, pensive for a second, before saying, ‘I like that – “common spoon.” Puffs mine up. Puts it up there with the lobster cracker or oyster fork in the rank of elite utensils. The Cohain of spoons. So fine, you got your customer. Now what do you do?’

			He wasn’t going to let up. Right then I knew it was a test. ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Selling’s the easy part. Making is another story. We’re not hand-forging spoons here. The goal is to mass-produce. Not sixty. We need six hundred thousand.’

			He nodded.

			‘Now if we can make it for pennies on the dollar then we can sell it. Materials are our number one cost. You know the shoe-dog saying – leather’s worth more than labor. Same with spoons. We got to maximize materials. Vertically integrate. And never stop the line, not even to shit.’

			I thought at the time: I’m fucking with him, parroting his own slogans back to him, and there he was enchanted with the sound of his own voice, but Jesus, now, lying in bed, I understood that was the moment that put the pen in my hand.

			That convinced him.

			‘Wow,’ he said smiling. ‘That’s damn good. You surprise me sometimes.’

			‘The real question is why you eat so many grapefruits. Are you trying to give yourself an ulcer?’

			‘Lately it hurts on my side, is this an ulcer?’

			‘You know,’ I said, ‘if we were really going into spoons, the way things are changing here, I’d have to move the factory to Cambodia or Vietnam.’

			He crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. Then he hit me with that broad inviting smile, the one that made my chest swell, the one I wanted so badly and that somehow always left me feeling bruised on the inside.

			Now I pulled the pillow tighter around my head, but I kept seeing that smile. Replaying it all in my head. Finally, sometime in the middle of the night, I dozed off.

			In the morning, down in the lobby, there was no sign of Dad in his usual spots, either over by the shoe-dogs or hovering by Karri’s terminal. He no-showed for breakfast too, and a thought flashed that maybe I’d tuned him out when he delivered some important information like the fact he was leaving China forever, goodbye and good luck. Had he said that? Did he leave me alone? For a moment I stood in the lobby with this uncertainty swelling in my chest.

			Foshan’s four main manufacturers were sitting in separate areas like a high school cafeteria: bras, shoes, ceramics, and electronics. At the main desk, Karri was checking in a new guest in a red tapered fez and gray suit. She looked exactly as she did yesterday, as she always looked. I’d never seen her change.

			The lobby was crowded with loudmouth foreigners waiting for their drivers. We were all one thin pane of glass away from being totally lost. I didn’t even know how to get to the factory from here. I’d never driven myself there. Forced outside, I imagined us all walking aimlessly down the street in a herd, scrutinizing signage we couldn’t understand, ignoring the plosive tongue-clack of cabdrivers, a slow barn-animal procession down the highway; cud chewers ready to walk off Shusheng Bridge into our own reflections.

			The two bellhops, boys in red caps and jackets with gold buttons, stared at me as if to say, ‘Go sit with your division. Hovering makes us nervous.’ I couldn’t bring myself to go sit because of Don Bauer, a Hasidic Jew, an old shoe-dog from back in Lynn. Dad had brought Bauer over here to head our leather purchasing department a few years back. I heard his high voice lecturing to some new kid I’d never seen before about China while I pretended to study the gold metal statue in the middle of the lobby that either depicted the local karst mountains or an epileptic stock chart, impossible to say which.

			I saw my old friend Bernie enter the lobby in a gabardine suit. It was tolerable with Bernie here. I didn’t see him every day, but we grew up together. Both our families in the footwear business. As kids we used to get baked and play pickup basketball in the basement of the synagogue, this infernally hot little court, sliding off the sweaty, hairy backs of paunchy old shirtless Jews wearing rec specs and rainbowing hook shots. Jews only. Bernie levitated because he could jump three inches off the ground. Everyone took a schvitz afterward. Splayed out on wood benches. Everything hanging out. The shamelessness of those men. Me and Bernie in our tighty-whities giggling.

			I walked over to the purple couches by the tall sunny windows where Bauer, reeking of the canned tuna fish he carried in his suitcase, was telling the new kid which red-light streets in Hong Kong to visit on the weekends.

			‘Actually,’ Don said, answering his own question, ‘I prefer a line-up of girls. What can I tell from a book of pictures? Do I have chemistry with a photo? One mamasan, get this, asked me for a photo. To show her girls. Even the hookers are getting picky. Everyone in China’s asking for more.’

			Don’s new employee had hair that was blond and straight as Midwest corn, and a round scar between his eyes like maybe a vestigial horn had been removed at birth. When Don ran out of air, I said hi to Bernie and I stuck out my hand and said hello to the new kid. Kid’s name was Todd. I was about to say, ‘It goes with your face,’ which wasn’t my instinct, but something Dad would say. Christ, Dad was probably halfway to Boston by now and engaged to a Chinese stewardess from Cathay Pacific. It’s those red scarves, Alex. They hurt my insides, is this my liver? That knot – double-French, Boho loop? – so fluffy and delicate like a red butterfly exploding from her neck. These slip-ups, mistaking Dad’s words for mine, kept happening more and more. I put his voice out of my head, and told Todd that if he wanted to see something local, a temple or something, I’d show him. The kid’s face lit up at this and he said, ‘Geez,’ and I felt bad for him. I had a hunch he wouldn’t last. Maybe his dad sent him. Maybe Perdue did. We got a lot of our hides from their Dallas headquarters, and they always sent over these barrel-chested suppliers in ten-gallon hats who slapped the Chinese hard on the shoulder and called everyone Buddy. Maybe Todd was Perdue’s apology to China. How else would a kid like that end up here?

			Don said, ‘Nah, once you’ve seen one temple you’ve seen them all.’

			The four other old-timers agreed.

			‘And I’m a religious man,’ Don said, humbly.

			‘You were a Sunday school teacher,’ Bernie said. ‘That’s the scary thing.’

			Dad had helped Bernie get his first job over here and now he was a major accounts sales manager at Blakes. We’d grown up in the same town outside Boston, going to the same temple, listening to Rabbi Gelman drone on that Moses was the JFK of the Torah and we should all strive to reach those higher offices of kingdom.

			But Bernie had always been a little weird. One time he came to our place for Passover and he was in the kitchen talking to my mother and pulling a sweatshirt from his book bag when out flew a pair of handcuffs. The look on my mother’s face as she spread butter and jam on a latke. Who brings handcuffs to Passover?

			Right then I saw Dad stagger off the elevator, frazzled, his fly wide open.

			‘I overslept,’ Dad announced to us all. ‘It’s official – I’m out of control.’

			‘Don’t hang yourself,’ Don said. ‘We’re getting old.’ 

			Dad looked at the ceiling. ‘What’s next?’

			‘What’s next is you start using the hotel pool,’ Bernie said, and the guys laughed.

			‘You mean I become a tourist?’

			‘We evolve,’ Bernie said.

			‘Not me. I’m no common tourist. I’ve been here. I smelled Nixon’s greasy Brylcreem in the Beijing airport. That’s how long I’ve been here.’

			If we were alone, I’d call him out. Dad was fifteen years behind Nixon. Soon he’ll claim he was on Air Force One arguing over the window seat. Dad looked past Don’s head at Karri who was behind the front desk checking in two Japanese businesswomen. She looked up from her screen and smiled. All the hems and edges and folds of her garnet blouse were ironed sharp enough to cut your finger. I wanted to confront Dad about her but I knew this wasn’t the time.

			‘She called my room. Thank God for Karri,’ Dad said, short of breath, as if she’d saved him from stepping off the curb into the path of a bus. ‘Alex would have let me sleep all day.’

			Outside, the blue Chrysler factory van was just pulling up to the door.

			‘Zip your fly,’ I said to Dad, and he did so with one quick flash, telling the shoe-dogs goodbye. I told Bernie I’d call him soon. Dad clipped his fanny pack loaded with emergency pharmaceuticals around his waist.

			‘This way, Mr Cohen,’ the bellhop said, and he set our bags in the trunk. Dad reflexively reached into his pocket and palmed the bellboy a few bills.

			‘Thank you, Mr Cohen,’ the bellboy said. ‘Your children will be famous.’

			Dad stopped abruptly and pointed at me, ‘This is my son. Does he look famous to you?’

			I apologized to the puzzled bellboy as Dad climbed into the van. As usual, he sat in the row of seats facing backward. Facing me. Even though we were the only ones in the van, he loved riding backward. It made me sick as hell. Plus it bothered me that he was looking at me the whole way with our knees touching.

			‘Face forward, why don’t you,’ I said.

			‘I like it,’ he said and gazed out the window.

			Ten minutes into the ride, he announced that he wanted me to run the presentation that afternoon with Abelson’s, our main customer. We were showing our new spring line – seven styles I helped Dad design, and out of instinct to please I said brusquely, ‘Got it,’ before realizing what I’d agreed to. ‘Wait, what am I supposed to do?’

			He unzipped his fanny pack, took out ChapStick and rubbed it over his lips. ‘Give ’em the whole works. Bring in the foot model. Sing about these shoes like they’re stitched with gold. Close the deal. Hard, soft, who cares. Just make the deal. But stay relaxed. I’ll save you before you crash and burn.’

			As he was putting away the ChapStick, I said, ‘No one’s crashing, Mr Fannypack.’

			‘This is called a waist belt,’ he said. ‘For emergencies.’ He kept Cipro, Imodium, amoxicillin, Sudafed. A whole pharmacy hidden in there.

			‘Made in China from 75 percent hypochondria and 50 percent mishegas,’ I said, realizing my mistake a second too late.

			‘You can’t even add,’ he said. ‘How can you run a business?’

			‘Where’s your faith? Where’s the man from last night making speeches, bring him back, I like him better. He thought I could do this.’

			‘That was all for show. What I say in front of the Chinese has almost no basis in reality.’

			‘So you were lying?’

			‘Saying what they need to hear. Look, if you want me to lie to you too, I will.’

			‘Why do we have to lie to anyone?’

			‘Alex,’ he said with a theatrical sigh, ‘you have a way of making everyday life sound like a crime.’

			So we both turned awkwardly to opposite windows. We were up on the highway driving past the Nanguo Peach Garden. Without turning back, I said, ‘You had me fooled. For a second there last night, I thought you actually trusted me. Ridiculous.’

			‘I’m only kidding, Mr Serious. It’s not just you. Everything I worked for, built up, is on the edge. This place is a ticking time bomb.’

			‘Okay, Mr Despair,’ I said, ‘all I can tell you is that we won’t be short on orders after today.’

			‘There you go. Good man. But we’re still short on labor.’ 

			‘We’ll recruit more,’ I said.

			‘I’m trying. Greed has this country by the throat. We used to have to beat them off with a stick. Literally. We’d fill all the jobs and the leftovers we’d chase out of the gate with sticks. But they don’t need us anymore.’

			We drove past rows of chop shops and ma-and-pa factory-garages, and roadside fruit stands, and the sky was gray as a tombstone; we hadn’t seen the sun in a month, Yong blamed fog, I said pollution, Dad said who the hell cares, we weren’t here to sunbathe.

			‘I want you to promise me something,’ Dad said. ‘Keep clear from Gang. When he comes by, let me handle him. There’s procedures. That’s who we’re serving. We’re married to him. You understand? Everyone is.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Don’t ask why. Just do like I say. Okay? Promise me that.’

			‘Okay,’ I said, ‘I heard you.’

			‘Whatever he does, that’s his choice. We do things the right way. Look, my point is you don’t fuck over your own people. You understand? That’s all I’m saying. There’s ethics to this, it may not look like it most of the time, but that’s not us. We do things different. Honest. Just because you’re in another country doesn’t mean you change. We’re Cohains, the priestly tribe. Cohains first before anything else. From my mouth to your ear.’

			Once he got all that out I could tell he wasn’t done thinking on it because he removed his watch and started rubbing the back of his wrist against his lips, which meant he was thinking hard, though I think he also liked the way his wrist smelled after wearing a leather band all day. The Cohain business was my grandmother Nana’s obsession. One of the original twelve tribes of Israel. High priests. Direct descendants of Aaron, brother of Moses. Jewish, she’d said, but with a little something extra.

			When we lived for those couple of years in the Brickyard in Lynn, Nana kept putting cloth napkins down wherever she sat so she wouldn’t be infected by poverty. Kennedy had killed the domestic factories with the Trade Expansion Act, docking tariffs by 50 percent. Factories were shutting down in Lynn and Beverly and Haverhill, guys snowed under. The work moved offshore and these guys couldn’t or refused to move with it. Men like my grandfather who bought their wives fur coats and Cadillacs slumped off to the Brickyard or threw themselves off Haverhill Bridge, like my Uncle Max who the sheriff scooped out of a sluice gate at the end of a mill run. Fish had nibbled off his eyelids and fingertips.

			My Zayde held on. Tight on cash flow, he started pocketing the federal withholding tax to run the business. He swore that when it turned around he’d pay back the government. The feds got him on fraud and tax liability for ninety thousand, and we were sunk. The agents in slick suits walked right into the factory and Zayde asked, ‘Do you have to do this here?’ My dad was sweeping the floor with a broom. ‘Not in front of the kid,’ Zayde said, even though Dad was already thirty and married.

			In the Brickyard, Lynn turned seemingly overnight into a wasteland of looted factories. Hard to come by a single loaf of challah on the Sabbath. Nana said, as always, ‘We’re Cohains, a priestly tribe, and we find a way.’ Zayde mumbled, ‘Vera, we don’t have two dollars savings. Give it a rest.’

			We’d always succeed, she believed, and Zayde’s failure was just further evidence that she’d been snookered into a bad marriage, that he was, as she’d accuse him long after his death, never a true Cohain. A Levite maybe, Galitzianer, or Yisrael, but no Cohain. The Jewish elite. The magic of that word, elite, mangled our blood. Everything was for Cohain, this legacy of grief.

			All was lost until Dad saved the business. Nana fell to her knees and pulled at her hair in gratitude. She could finally ditch her Oldsmobile, go back to eating off Royal Doulton sterling silver. All of life’s necessities returned. By then she’d already sworn off Zayde as a lousy good-for-nothing, a New York shit, and she kissed the tops of my father’s shoes and called him the Moschiach, which is Hebrew for Messiah.

			The deep, rich smell of shit and cow skin, mixed with notes of mango from the trees planted along the sidewalk, wafted through the open window of the van as we turned off Qifeng Gongye into the factory. Dad asked if it was just him or did everything in China smell either like shit or flowers. I told him it was because he only goes to the shoe factory and the over-spritzed hotel. If he went someplace else he might enjoy a third smell.

			‘Where else would I go?’ he said.

			Even though we were only an hour from Guangzhou, no taxi driver had ever heard of these roads. On Google Maps we were a blank gray stretch intersected by a few highways. You had to be led here.

			A Chinese worker in loose trousers and white shirt pulled a metal rickshaw full of yellow-and-blue lasts, the plastic models shaped like a foot around which you build a shoe. My skin bumped when I saw them stacked all around the factory, in rusty drums or giant baskets, hundreds of lasts of mismatched colors and sizes, like feet without shoes or shoes without feet, a weird double nothingness. Today though I took an odd sort of pleasure in imagining them bringing to life my own designs, assuming I didn’t fuck things up at the presentation with Abelson’s later.

			Tiger Step factory was just five cement buildings clad with shiny peach-and-white tiles stained from acid rain, leather dust, and the blue clay blown over from the brick factory next door. I could smell the factory, that sickly sweet adhesive cement glue burning my nostrils. The administrative building sat right across from the dormitories, adjacent to the two production plants.

			I got out of the van and scanned the bank of steel sash windows hoping to see Ivy in the sample room, not wanting to see her hands at work, just her face in profile, but the disc of sun glinted off the windows, and even when shielding my eyes I could make out only the silhouettes of workers’ heads. Maybe she was in her dormitory, tired from visiting her grandmother over the holiday. It was still early.

			I turned around to her dorm. Up on a fourth floor balcony a young woman was snipping a spring onion from a flowerpot with a pair of scissors. The moment she felt my eyes on her, she lowered her head, without finishing, and disappeared. Only I still saw her eyes behind a beaded curtain waiting for me to leave. Another woman I’d never know, and I wondered what had been moving through her as she trimmed the green stalks. I often wondered that, riding the subway alone into Guangzhou as I was squished right up against a woman in a silk chemise with a tortoise shell hairclip at her temple, who turned and looked at me with all the enthusiasm of a pallbearer, that dour inert glare as she brushed right past me at her stop, her body sliding over mine, knowing with each passing moment that it was my last chance to speak to her, knowing better still that I’d sound like an idiot if I tried.
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