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There were times when she stood at the summit
of the hill and looked down on the city, and its immensity seemed
to dwarf her, making her feel afraid. But after ten months, Lei was
no longer fearful, for she had come to understand that it was in
her smallness that she could be invisible to the city. Here, atop
the hill and gazing down along the city’s spine until it
disappeared into the Great Lake at the horizon, Lei had discovered
a blind spot. Here she could feel safe, for the city could not see
her while she stood on the hill—though she could see all of it in
its vastness.

 


When she descended the hill
and wound her way down to the factory, the city would awaken to her
movements and again she would be swallowed by it, eaten up like all
the other living creatures there. Everything that she did would be
given to feed the city. It was always ravenous and there was no
escaping its greedy hunger. But here, in the park with its swath of
trees, she had found a fragment of space that the city’s panoptic
could not reach. Lei knew that there was no power in any of
this—only sanctuary.

 


It was perhaps for this reason that Lei had
chosen the park as a suitable place for the memorial she had made
for her mother. As she did almost every morning, she crouched down
with the bead, pure white and glistening, fingering it softly as
she thought of what she would give her mother.

 


It did not matter that the bead was stolen.
All of the women took them. Lei took only the white ones, the ones
that looked like pearls. Each day she sewed them onto the white
satin, hundreds of them, her head bent and her back aching. Two
sleeves per day or one bodice. Sometimes more. Once a customer had
ordered all of the lace to be beaded, head to toe, and this had
taken Lei many days. The pattern on the bodice had been a difficult
one, with twelve different-sized beads. And oh, how she had cried
when she had sewn the wrong size into the collared neckpiece and
had to start all over again!

 


Today it was a choice between a bedspread and
a warm winter coat for her mother. She had seen both in the paper
advertisements that came to the door on the weekends. Now—in early
spring—this was the time to buy them because of the sales, and Lei
thought that her mother might put the coat or blanket away and keep
it for later. The winters were so cold in Canada. Even today in her
own down jacket, Lei felt a chill.

 


“Perhaps I should have given Mother one
sooner,” Lei thought. She had not been able to get her a coat.
There were so many other things needed and it was hard to get the
beads. She could only take one or two of them at a time, now that
she worked on the more costly designs. Mrs. Allen counted the beads
because they were much more expensive than the cheap ones the other
women used. But Lei had learned how to spread them across parts of
the fabric so that you couldn’t tell one was missing here or there.
Sometimes Mrs. Allen wouldn’t check so carefully and Lei would hide
a bead between her toes. Once Mrs. Allen had checked their shoes,
but she never checked their feet.

 


The bead she had today was not a real pearl
and it was only a tiny one. But it was quite perfect. Perhaps she
should get the coat. The bedspread was more expensive, but it, too,
would be warm.

 


Another time she would get a larger bead or
maybe two smaller ones and give the comforter to her mother.

 


A momentary sadness passed over Lei. She was
glad her mother’s grave was near her village back home, since it
had been her wish to be buried there. Lei had hoped to bring her to
Canada after she had received her papers, but it had taken too
long. Her mother had died after Lei had been in Canada just one
month, and even now she still owed the agent money for her passage.
In the ground before her, she had buried a small box with her
mother’s photograph inside, away from where the children played and
where the Canadian people brought their dogs to defecate. No
one—not even the city—could see her here, placing the beads next to
her mother’s picture, thrusting them deep into the earth with her
fingers.

 


Last year she had managed to get her mother
an apartment—twenty beads—and one with a bathroom—ten beads. It had
taken her two months to collect the 30 beads. Slowly she had
furnished it. She did not want her mother to be lonely while she
was working at the shop, so she got her a television set because
Lei thought that it might amuse her and fill the long afternoons
with people’s voices. Besides, it would help her to improve her
English. In Canada, the government wanted you to learn French too,
but Lei thought that English alone would be fine for her
mother.

 


“Ca-na-da,” Lei said out loud, pronouncing
the syllables carefully. And then “Tor-on-to.” It was still
difficult to say the city’s name.

 


Lei looked at her watch. She must get going.
Quickly she stooped lower, bending her head and screwing her eyes
tightly shut. Carefully she imagined the white coat, quilted and
filled with goose down. She saw the long zipper and the two pockets
and the hood that could be removed if it was not wanted. In her
mind’s eye she folded it up carefully and placed it on her mother’s
bed. Then she positioned the pearl on the ground in front of her
and pressed it deep into the dirt until it was completely buried.
Lei addressed her mother silently.

 


Good morning, my Mother. Today I have brought
you a small thing. It did not cost very much. I have looked at many
such things and this was the best.

 


This, Lei knew, would be pleasing to her
mother because she did not like extravagance and had always taught
Lei to buy things of quality, but only if they were a good
bargain.

 


This is a good coat, my Mother. It is very
warm. You will need it in the wintertime because it is very cold
here. Put it away in the chest and I will tell you when to take it
out.

 


Lei waited for a few seconds.

 


It is white and will get
dirty, said a small voice from deep inside
her.

 


Lei had anticipated this response. Nervously
she hesitated, not sure if it might be premature to announce her
plans. And then, as she imagined it, Lei grew excited and could not
resist telling her.

 


Do not worry, my Mother. I
am going to get you—she paused
dramatically—a washing
machine!

 


Lei said this proudly. No longer would her
mother have to take her laundry to the place where she must pay for
it with coins. Lei hated the Laundromat. Always the children would
grow impatient and start to whine, and then always there was
someone who would smoke and she would have to hurry to fold her
laundry and place it in the green garbage bag so that her things
did not smell like cigarettes.

 


Lei stood up stiffly.

 


Have a good day and night,
my Mother, she said in English aloud. Then
she was off, down the steep steps and into the city.

 


When Lei got to the factory, some of the
women from the night shift were still sewing silently, their hands
moving quickly as they picked up a bead and quickly stitched it
into place. The factory was on the third floor of an old and
dilapidated building on Spadina Avenue and Lei had once heard that
long ago a terrible fire on the fifth floor had taken the lives of
twenty seamstresses. Now the fifth floor was used only for storage.
Sometimes Lei would think of the ghosts above her, each one
searching for her own body, for she had heard that when they took
the dead women away, the ashes were all mixed together.

 


The room where Lei worked was not large, but
ten long tables had been crammed inside it. Lei hung up her coat
near the front door and went to get her sewing box from a young
girl behind a counter. To get it she had to sign her name in the
registry with the strange letters that Mrs. Allen had told her she
must use. Quickly Lei checked its contents—ten spools of thread,
three pairs of different-sized scissors, her measuring net and
boxes of needles. Lei’s kit was untidy and again she resolved to
organize the scraps of cloth and jumbled coils of thread. If she
lost something, then she would have to pay for it—some of the
needles, in particular, were very expensive, especially the small
curved ones that she had to use on the expensive fabrics.

 


This week many of the women were working on
fancy T-shirts that had two large, pink flowers on the front and
eight small ones across the shoulders and back. The large flowers
each required 104 pink beads and 65 white sequins, and 32 green
sequins for each stem. The smaller flowers had 22 pink beads
apiece. The women had worked quickly and they were almost finished
the order. Two thousand shirts were folded neatly and staked in one
corner, each one stretched out and laid carefully between two
sheets of tissue paper.

 


Lei did not work on such large orders. In
another part of the city, the shop owner had a showroom where she
kept fancy wedding gowns and evening dresses, and rich people came
into the shop and ordered them.

Very soon after Lei started at the factory,
Mrs. Allen told her that she was pleased with her work and that Lei
sewed the beads quickly and made few mistakes. Lei did not complain
as some of the other women did when Mrs. Allen asked her stay
longer in order to finish a job, and so Lei was told that she would
be working on the expensive, designer gowns with three other girls.
The four sat together at one table, with Lei’s small dishes of
pearl beads and sequins set beside the long bolts of ivory silk and
white satin. Usually one girl cut the pieces of fabric, two girls
sewed the gowns and Lei added the beads. Sometimes the dresses came
to the shop already sewn, and the girls would add the beads and
sequins where the pattern indicated.

 


Mrs. Allen called Lei into the back room. She
showed Lei a long ivory gown with a tight bodice and a collar that
draped like a shawl across the front. To Lei it was a very strange
dress, not very much like the wedding dresses that she had already
seen. The sleeves were gathered into uneven, erratic ridges and a
fishtail train of three or four feet fanned out from the back.
Also, the dress had no back and Lei wondered what man would wish
his bride to wear such a gown.

 


“This is a big order, Lei!” Mrs. Allen’s
voice choked with excitement. “This is the biggest order we have
ever had! This dress is going to cost fifty-two thousand dollars.
Can you imagine?”

 


Mrs. Allen was almost speechless with
pride.

 


Fifty-two thousand dollars! It was the first
time that Mrs. Allen had told her the price of any of the gowns.
Lei was awed.

 


“Why so much, Mrs. Allen?” she asked.

 


“Because of the beads, my dear girl! The
client wants real pearls on this dress—real Akoya pearls. And
Austrian crystals in the bodice panel and on the sleeves. The
crystals cost a fortune but we got the pearls cheaper.” She paused.
“Of course the expense is also in the beading itself.”

 


Mrs. Allen eyed Lei sternly.

 

 


“Yes, Mrs. Allen.”

 


“You must be very careful, Lei. No mistakes
on this one. We can’t afford to have any mistakes. Not with Akoya
pearls and Austrian crystals.”

 


“Yes, Mrs. Allen. ”

 


“And it must be done in six days. Not a day
longer! They’re paying extra for this dress to be finished quickly
and we must have it ready in time. I have the templates right here.
You’ll have to weight the train first because she wants the beading
to spread out as she walks down the aisle.”




Mrs. Allen sighed. “Oh, it’s going to be
gorgeous, just gorgeous.”

 


They discussed the pattern and calculated the
quantities. Mrs. Allen said that Lei must account for every pearl
and crystal because they were so expensive and she must handle them
carefully so that none of them broke. The Austrian crystals were to
be left until the last so that Mrs. Allen could supervise those.
Perhaps she would even sew them on herself.…

 


Lei did not like the feel of the heavy,
double silk crepe. As she sat down Mrs. Allen brought out the
pearls and carefully counted them out.

 


“You can work with two hundred at a time,”
she said. “Call me when you need more.”

 


Lei began to work, her needle moving swiftly
through the cloth. She picked up each pearl, one at a time, and
twirled it in her fingers, looking for cracks or imperfections. She
began with the smaller pearls and then carefully added the larger
ones. Soon the pattern began to take shape—a rich design of creamy
glistening beads, except for the blank spots where the crystals
would be placed.

 


As Lei bent over her work, she thought of the
washing machine for her mother. Her kitchen was not so large, but
she could get an apartment-sized one and they could put it in a
corner and still have plenty of room. There was no need to buy a
dryer since her mother would never use one. But she wished to get
her mother a really good washing machine. Lei had looked at
different models in Sears and she knew exactly the kind she wanted.
Such a washing machine would require many pearl beads—Lei thought
that maybe twenty would do it. But it would take her several weeks
to save so many pearls! She didn’t know if she could get any of the
real Akoya pearls. Mrs. Allen was being so careful and it was very
risky. The pattern concentrated the pearls together and Lei could
not see a way of spreading them out and skipping a bead here or
there.

 


Gradually Lei’s neck began to stiffen and she
felt the familiar throb of pain spread out from her shoulders and
then shoot down her spine. Then it struck Lei that an Austrian
crystal—just one—might get her the washing machine. Surely such a
stone would be worth at least thirty of the pearls. But would it
not be even more difficult to obtain one of these?

 


~

 


On the fourth day, Mrs. Allen had Lei begin
to add the crystals. There were to be exactly 6,000 crystals, most
of them concentrated in the bodice. Lei started with the smaller
crystals, sewing each one into the gaps that had been left after
the pearls were positioned. With growing disappointment, Lei
realized that she could not take a crystal without leaving a
noticeable blank space in the design. Would the bride notice just
one missing? What if she left just one tiny gap near the edge of
the collar? Surely no one would see it. Lei tried to leave a
crystal out, but Mrs. Allen caught the mistake and scolded her
severely. It was lucky that she had not secreted the stone before
her mistake was detected! How was she to get Mother a washing
machine? And she had promised it, too.

 


Then, with one day left before the dress was
to be completed, Lei got her chance. As Mrs. Allen brought over the
tray of 100 of the largest crystals, the dish suddenly slipped from
her fingers and the stones spilled out over the white silk and onto
the floor. Astonished, Lei leapt to her feet.

 


“Stand back! Stand back!” screamed Mrs.
Allen. She swung her arms out wildly and then began to scoop up the
beads. All the women crowded around the table but she pushed them
back savagely, shrieking for them to stay away. “No one is leaving
this room until I have all the crystals!” Frantically Mrs. Allen
gathered up the stones, counting them below her breath as she
retrieved each one. Then, as the silence in the room thickened, she
looked up slowly to see a roomful of brown eyes watching her
quietly.

 


Lei’s face showed no expression, but she had
carefully watched where the crystals fell and scattered. She had
seen one fall off to the right of her chair and roll behind a rusty
leg of the radiator. Out of the corner of her eye, she thought she
could still see it glinting softly, like a mischievous child hiding
from its mother.

 


Lei waited for Mrs. Allen to tell her what to
do.

 


All afternoon they searched. Two women were
selected and supervised by Mrs. Allen. They recovered most of the
crystals—but three remained missing. Mrs. Allen stamped and
stormed, and threatened all the women. Then she locked the door and
told them that they could not go home until the crystals were
returned. She made the two women who had scoured the floor take off
their clothes and then she shook them out. She made a third woman
search their bras and panties while she watched, her face a livid
white.

 


Lei waited. She knew where one crystal was,
but she wondered where the other two might be. Which of her
co-workers knew where the crystals were? Lei thought carefully
about how she would obtain hers. About how swiftly she would thrust
it down her sock and then quickly tuck it between her toes. Lei
prayed and prayed that no one would find the crystal lying beneath
the radiator. She prayed harder when Mrs. Allen came close to it
and, bending down on her knees, she swept the floor with her
fingers. Mrs. Allen peered under the radiator but did not see the
crystal. Twice she did not see it.

 


At last, Mrs. Allen retreated to her office
in the back and the women could hear her talking to the owner on
the phone, telling her that the shipment of crystals had been
defective. Yes, she was sure. Three crystals were missing from the
shipment. Yes, she would call the supplier.

 


~

 


Lei thought that the air smelled pleasant as
she stood in the park. The mornings were growing a little warmer
and the grass was turning a promising green. She held the crystal
in her palm and looked at it thoughtfully. Would the woman wearing
the strange wedding dress know that one of her crystals was
missing? Mrs. Allen had been unable to convince the supplier that
three crystals had been missing from the original shipment. She had
instructed Lei to insert three pearls in the neckline instead.
Would the bride notice that her beautiful dress was not
perfect?

 


Fifty-two thousand dollars.

 


Lei thought that a woman who could afford
such a dress might not notice three missing crystals.

 


She bent over the memorial and then, closing
her eyes firmly, she imagined the washing machine—a gleaming white
box with a compartment that opened up on the top where her mother
could place the detergent and bleach and something called softener.
Then Lei drew in her breath and firmly pushed the crystal deep into
the earth.

 


My Mother, she called out softly. Here is the
washing machine that I promised you. Now you can do all washings at
home. No more do you have to go to the laundromat.

 


Lei thought of this wondrously. She could
barely imagine having her own machine and now she was so proud that
her mother had her very own washer in her own apartment.

 


There was a long silence and Lei grew a
little worried.

 


Perhaps one crystal had not been enough for
the machine she wanted for her mother?

 


Thank you, my
daughter, said the small voice from
somewhere inside her. It is a very good
machine.

 


The voice paused.

 


But where do I place the coins?

 


Lei smiled.
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