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Repairs: A short story

(published in Danish in Information, d 10.9.02)

Written by Jonathan Schwartz

Copenhagen, March 15, 2002

Until September 11, 2001, the infamous "nine/eleven", Jacob Odaryan ran  a successful shoe repair business in a tiny shop next to one of the subway stations in the neighborhood of the erstwhile Twin Towers of the World Trade Center. Many of his customers had jobs in those huge buildings, and they would drop off their shoes on the way to work and pick them up on
their way home. The shop, besides being filled with all sizes and colors of shoe laces, cans of all colors of shoe polish, leather and rubber heels of all shapes and sizes, had space for the shoes and boots which were to be repaired or those that were completed. The top shelf at his smudged glass counter was for the finished work, the lower shelf for the work to be done. Jacob, moreover,  allowed his customers to leave their diverse plastic bags in the shop's corners while their foot ware was being tended to.  Jacob Odaryan's place had those old fashioned smells and sounds: leather and polish, sewing machines and buffing machines.
From six in the morning until six at night, Jacob was in his shop, seldom empty-handed. He noticed that many office people went to work in jogging shoes or basketball shoes. They bought laces.
There were customers enough, he thought,  with leather and plastic shoes, and though it was hard to keep up with all the styles, he generally was able to supply the men and the women customers with the stock heels and soles that were necessary for minor repairs. People bought a lot of shoes, and they must have thrown a lot of them out after one or at most two minor repairs.
He liked to do "custom repairing" for his customers. That's what the word meant originally he knew.  The routine repairs were his bread and butter. The custom repairs his relish.
*******************
Just after Labor Day, a week before "nine/eleven" a young woman came in with a pair of shoes that made her a customer in the old sense of the term.  She was upset that the left heel on her almost brand new shoes had broken, split down the middle while she was dancing. "I was maybe a bit too wild," she told him.  The shoe had  a high, platform heel, made of a kind of wood that Jacob didn't recognize.  The heels were reddish brown in color and the black leather shoes, almost boots, had  small silver buckles.  "They were a present from my aunt and uncle when I was home." Where was home? asked Jacob. "Oh, the Dominican Republic."
So this woman was Dominican. Her name was Sandra De la Junio, he found out. "Sandy Jay" might have been her name up on the eighty- eighth and eighty-ninth floors of WTC, where she perked and served coffee for the thirsty office workers,  over a hundred of them, in a marketing company.  

Making a new heel for her left shoe would take some time, Jacob told her. She dropped by nearly every day for a week to see if her shoes were finished. Jacob actually got to know her and was charmed by her directness, her poise.  She leaned up close  against his glass counter when they talked together, as if they had known each other all their lives. She used a lot of make up, too much, he thought. A small woman. Sandra could wear high heels as if they were part of her body. This is probably why she was upset at breaking the heel. It might just as well have been her foot, Jacob thought!
Jacob liked  Sandra's perfume. Another gift from her aunt? The shop carried her scent for a half hour after she  walked out the door.  She  did not seem impatient with the slow progress of Jacob's repair job. He explained that finding the right wood for the  heel was a problem. "That wood on your shoes probably comes from some jungle in Brazil," he told her and she laughed. "I'll use seasoned cherry tree wood, instead," he added, "that's the American way!" Sandra bent over the counter and squeezed Jacob's hand.
Jacob got Bedros, his friend from childhood and  a sculptor, to go through his assortment of wood, to see if there was a "suitable piece for a wild Dominican woman's heel". Jacob was not  a bit surprised when Bedros teased him:  "You got the hots for this chick, don't you?"  "She's young enough to be your daughter, and besides she's not Armenian."
The sculptor found a chunk of cherry that would do the trick.  Over the weekend Jacob shaped the heel, with chisel and with lathe, finally, on the sander.  The colors matched, and with  a final polishing of the shoes, he put them up on the top shelf early Tuesday  morning. Sandra would surely drop by to pick them up. He looked forward to her trying them on.
*******************
The shoes were never picked up, and they would be still on the top shelf, had  Jacob not decided to close his shop, with thick dust everywhere. He thought, "How can this be?"  As an Armenian, he knew that there had been terror before.  His father and mother escaped terror by the Turks in 1915. They came to America as "immigrants". They were in fact  refugees.
Terror was what Jacob and his sister  heard about as children. The "old country", they knew,  ended in terror.  The "old country"--food and folk dance-- could surface in America on occasions, like Labor Day picnics. But "nine/eleven" put picnics in the background and terror up front.  When Jacob decided to close his shop, he was obliged, of course, to wait for the customers to pick up their shoes he had repaired. Many did not return, but when he finally closed the business, he took Sandra De la Junio's shoes with the cherry wood left heel home to his apartment and put them on  the window ledge where his cat sunned herself.

