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Disclaimer

 This
is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events
and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination
or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons,
living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

In other words, nothing is
real.

 



May 2,
Monday

 “How
much do we have?” Zhang Yan asked her son. She was seated behind
the big yellow wooden desk, her forehead creased in
worry.

 


“Thirty thousand yuan.” Zhang
Xiong said. He was sitting in a chair in front of the wooden desk,
his legs folded, his fingers tapping nervously on the edge of the
desk. It was a bad habit, he knew. But he couldn’t help it. His
glasses kept slipping off his nose bridge. He should have gotten a
new pair months ago, but there was neither time nor money for
that.

 


“How much back salary do we
owe?” Zhang Yan swivelled her head to look out at the factory
floor. Her office was located at a corner of the factory, separated
from the workers by a glass panel. She could see the workers in
white plastic caps and white gloves, busy screwing on caps to the
glass bottles. The assembly line hummed with activity, but she
wasn’t sure how long it was going to last.

 


“Two thousand yuan per
month per worker, times two months, times fifteen workers.
That’s sixty thousand.” Zhang Xiong said. He
didn’t need a calculator for that figure. He’d graduated with a
business degree, albeit from an admittedly third-rate university.
He was the bookkeeper of the family-run business, as well as the
general factory manager.

 


But all the heavy lifting was
done by his mother, who met supermarket owners and distributors and
wholesalers in a daily marathon of non-stop meetings in order to
drum up business, a challenging task given the recession hitting
the country, and in particular, this city that relied so much on
trade to generate income. He often marvelled at her stamina and her
strength. Ever since dad passed away twenty years ago, she had
single- handedly taken on the task of running the business as well
as raising a son. She’d turned the small workshop into a
full-fledged factory with more than a dozen of full-time employees
and churning out thousands of bottles of drinks each day.

 


“That’s not including the
sick pay, the paid maternity leave, and the retirement packages.”
Zhang Yan rubbed her forehead. She was turning fifty in two years,
and she was starting to feel the effects of age creeping up on her. She could no longer run around the city
with as much energy as she used to, and her heart sometimes had
trouble beating at a regular pace. She should go to the hospital
for a full check-up. She promised herself to do that, as soon as
the current crisis blew over.

 


“No. And
there’s the suppliers. We owe Old Wang 12K for
the ingredients. He’s been good to us so far, but his son is taking
over the business and he’s not as friendly. Old Wang called
yesterday, said his son was demanding we pay up or risk losing the
next shipment of ingredients.” Zhang Xiong said.

 


“Call him back and set up
a meeting for tomorrow, at that steamboat restaurant he likes so
much. I’ve known Old Wang for a long time. I can talk him into
giving us another couple of weeks’
extension.” Zhang Yan groaned inwardly at the prospect of another
business dinner. Old Wang was friendly, sometimes too much. He
insisted on making a toast every five minutes, and that involved a
full-blown ritual with a long-winded speech looking back at their
years of doing business together, punctuated with some well-worn
jokes, ending with a bottoms up policy.

 


He had been diagnosed
with liver cancer the year before, but instead of
the illness slowing him down, now he drank with
impunity. A dinner with Old Wang would often drag on for more than
four hours, and Zhang Yan would always come home with a sick
stomach and a throbbing headache, and a massive hangover the next
morning. Such was the cost of doing business in this city. At least
he was a perfect gentleman and didn’t grope her or leer at her or
crack jokes full of sexual innuendo, like so many of her other male
clients did.

 


“Okay. But Qian Neng, the
steamboat restaurant owner, says we can’t put it on the tab
anymore. It’s gotta be cash.” Zhang Xiong said.

 


“Fine. I’ll bring cash. How
much do we owe Qian Neng anyway?” “About sixteen hundred yuan.”

 


“Okay. Tell me about the rest
of the suppliers.”

 


“Old Wang’s the biggest one.
The rest are a few hundred yuan each. Cardboard boxes, wrapping
paper, labels, bottle caps, delivery fee, and such. So far none of
them has threatened to cut supplies, but a few of them are
grumbling about the late payment.”

 


“We can hold them off for a
while. But we need to put pressure on the supermarkets. They don’t
pay us, we can’t pay our suppliers. How much is sitting in Accounts
Receivable?”

 


“About eighty thousand yuan,
but that’s spread out over more than thirty different supermarkets
and restaurants. And since we’ve been selling most of the beverages
on consignment, we can’t collect anything before they finish
selling. If we ask them for payment now, they’ll just simply return
the products.”

 


Zhang Yan heaved a long sigh.
She knew her son was just trying to be objective, but his
matter-of-fact business tone wasn’t helping with the throbbing
headache.

 


She’d been slowly giving more
responsibilities to him since he graduated from university two
years ago. He had a head for figures, and was a wizard with
scheduling and managing workflow. But he was awkward with clients
and couldn’t make small talk to save his own life. He was more
comfortable running things behind the scene. Zhang Yan didn’t know
how long she could last, but she would hold down the fort for as
long as it took to get her son ready.

 


“What if we delay the
salary payout for another month? That’s our biggest expense. If we
don’t have to pay out cash for salary, we can use part of the 30K to pay rent, then the rest could last
us a couple more months until the supermarkets pay.” Zhang Xiong
suggested.

 


Zhang Yan loved her only son
dearly, but sometimes she wondered if he was incapable of empathy.
She waved an arm in the direction of the factory floor. “Take a
look at them, Ah Xiong. What do you see?”

 


Zhang Xiong glanced at the
workers. Two of them were standing next to the conveyor belt,
checking for defective bottles or impurities in drinks. He’d wanted
to let the quality inspectors go when the recession first hit the
factory, but his mom had emphatically refused. She wouldn’t
compromise on quality no matter how tough the situation got.

 


Six workers were either
screwing metal caps onto bottles manually or packing the bottles
into cardboard boxes, ready for shipment. Both manual tasks could
have been automated years ago, but the machine was prohibitively
expensive, and there were the job losses to consider. A few more
workers were loading the boxes onto handcarts, wheeling them to the
loading bay near the front of the factory floor.

 


There were no windows in the
factory, and the May heat outside was stifling. The industrial park
management office had given them two huge stand-up fans when they
first rented the space, but mom had installed central air-
conditioning with her own money. When Zhang Xiong raised questions
about the cost, she said the heat was bad for the workers’
health.

 


“Well, Ah Xiong?” Zhang Yan
asked again.

 


“Just a bunch of workers doing
their job.” Zhang Xiong shrugged.

 


“Not just workers. I
deliberately hired all women. All fifteen of them. Most of them are
my age. A few are grandmothers. Auntie Li and Auntie Jiang have
surgeries next month. Auntie Liu’s daughter wants to get married
and she needs money for dowry. Auntie Wu had a son with gambling
problems. And you know Auntie Chen. She has no family, no children,
and if we don’t pay her, she wouldn’t be able to pay her landlord
and she would be forced to live on the street. How can I delay
paying them? They’ve been understanding and patient enough when I
told them I couldn’t pay them for the past two months. But I can’t
go back out there and tell them they are not getting paid next
week.”

 


“They can still look for jobs
elsewhere.” Zhang Xiong said defensively.

 


“Where? In this economy,
no one’s hiring. Even if someone is, they’re not gonna hire middle-aged women who’ve never graduated high
school. They can’t haul bricks at construction site like men, they
can’t bend over a sink and wash dishes for eight hours straight
like younger women. If I don’t keep them on, there’s no place else
for them to go.”

 


“But still, we’re running a
business, not a charity.” Zhang Xiong argued in a small voice,
feeling chastised.
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