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Moments that Last a Lifetime
AT

20135 11 H

Before having a chance to get to know my dad, he passed away.
Before trying harder to love my mother, she passed away. Now they
will never know how much I miss them and how sorry I am for not

doing enough for them.

It was a sunny afternoon in late November, we were sitting around
my mother, admiring the early Christmas decorations done by my
niece, and asking my nephew about his trip all the way from California.
My mother started to look around the big living room again and again
to make sure she did not lose sight of anyone, and said "It's great!
Everyone is here for the holiday reunion." She had the happiest smile
on her face that I could never forget. I wanted to tell her how beautiful
she was. 1 should have said it out loud instead of worrying about
interrupting her train of thought. Later when she lay down on the
couch, I had my two daughters take turns to hold hands with her.
Later, my younger brother told me that my mom wanted her hands to

be held ever after. That was very comforting.

Although it has been a long time, my mother is not really far
away. I could still smell her like when I cuddled next to her as a little
girl. Now, I can see her strong personality right in my baby
granddaughter. She turned tons of difficulties into opportunities for her
children without second thoughts. She gave me the courage to never

give up. Go baby, the world is waiting for you.
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Similar imagery happened to my yearning for my dad. The
dedication to friends and the passion to celebrate life with feasts are my
younger daughter's traits, just like my dad. I saw him stand by the door
and smile at me like in the old days when I put the ivory bracelet on my
granddaughter. It is a family treasure that he brought home all the way
from Xian during the civil war. Now, his ideas and dreams are carried
on by my brothers, so we have his books to hold on tight and his

wisdom to blend into our lives.
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Memories of Grandma Po Po
7 TR 7 TR
2013 F 8 H

Po Po, our grandma, always believed in her grandchildren. She
made every effort to help us, Shirley and Lilly, fulfill our potential,
which included raising us for several years in our early childhood and
providing us with love and guidance for many years afterward. As a
young child, Shirley loved more than anything to draw, littering the
table and the floor beneath it with drawings of women in fancy dresses,
animals in various shapes, and people in crazy poses, all decorated with
a child’s scrawls. Po Po lovingly bound them into books, believing that
Shirley could be a budding artistic genius. She enjoyed it when we
serenaded her on our child-sized violins imagining how good we would
be some day. Actually she might be right; we both got into All State
Orchestra of New Jersey and won State drawing awards during our
high school period. She always took pride in everything we did, and
because she did not have the opportunity that we had, she considered

our success was her success.

Po Po grew up during the early days of the Republic of China, a
time with unprecedented political turmoil, financial crisis, and woman
liberation. Women in her generation endured foot binding, and in fact
someone had attempted to bind Po Po’s feet in her childhood. She
showed us the kink in her feet, the result of foot bones that were broken
but allowed to heal. Despite growing up in a conservative culture, Po
Po was one of the first women in her time to attend university, earning
a bachelor’s degree in horticulture from Dr. Sun Yat-Sen University —

one of the top colleges at her time.
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Sometimes she would tell us stories about her childhood. She
grew up on a farmland. As the only child in the family, her father
would very much like her be a boy, especially when the family had
single male heir for three generations. Being the only child she was
kind of spoiled; when she got mad she would hide away and made her
mom looking all around in panic. Together with the rest clan, they lived
on a compound. The compound was guarded by towers with holes on
the walls from which they could shoot in the event of bandit attacks.
As landlords, the family did not need to work hard; tenants would carry
in bushels and bushels of rice year after year. In addition to farm
animals, they also raised fish. Once they found a fish the size of a baby
in their family pond. Everyone agreed that the fish should be reserved
for a special event in the future. So they waited and waited believing a
bigger event would eventually come. Unfortunately, the communist
came who not only killed people but also ate the fish. Besides this sad
story, she told us an interesting one about ice cream. When we were
having ice cream, she would remind us that ice cream was such a rare
delicacy when she was a child that you could get it only in large cities.

You didn’t eat it with a spoon, but relished it with a toothpick.

Po Po also told us harrowing stories of her bearing and raising
children during the Sino Japanese War. During this treacherous period,
she lost two of her baby daughters due to diarrhea. After the Japanese
defeat, came the Communists who killed many of her family members
simply because they were the wealthy landlords. Fortunately, Po Po,
our grandpa, and their children fled to Taiwan successfully. On this
new land she raised five children as a single parent after our grandpa

passed away. When her children grew up and immigrated to the United
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States, Po Po settled in yet another new land, this time a foreign

country; at that point well over age sixty.

When her granddaughter Lilly was about two, Dad took Lilly and
Po Po for her interview at a senior citizen apartment in New York City.
Dad told us that both he and Mom were worried that Po Po might be
rejected. It turned out that she was not only accepted but also assigned
the largest one-bedroom apartment. Dad speculated that it was because
the landlady admired Po Po’s dedication in helping raise such a cute
little granddaughter. Pretty soon, Po Po moved to NYC Chinatown
where she lived by herself, led a fully independent life, and enjoyed the
company of her old Cantonese friends from China. With limited
English, she was able to make several American friends who lived in
the same apartment complex, and handled all daily necessities of her
American life, like banking, rent, bills, and medical care. This
adjustment could not have been easy at her age as Mom showed us later
that Po Po’s medical statements were filled with her dictionary
references with Chinese translations and English pronunciations. Her

drive to become self-sufficient was indeed remarkable.

We always loved visiting Po Po. Her New York apartment was
filled with things that were wonderful to a child: jars of honey water in
the refrigerator, old black and white photos of her and Grandpa looking
very young and very serious, and costume clip on earrings in her
bedroom. During the day, she took us, hand in hand, to Chinatown to
buy goodies from Chinese bakeries or stroll to South Street Seaport to
view the boats and fleets in the ocean, the sky-high Brooklyn Bridge,
and fancy gift shops. On a hot summer night in her one-bedroom
apartment, the sound of the air conditioner would be mixed with the

sounds of police sirens, but we always felt safe and happy among
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everyone sleeping crowdedly in the apartment. When it was finally
time to leave her apartment, we were always anxious to see whether we
would be saying goodbye or whether Po Po would be coming home

with us to our New Jersey house for a visit.

Po Po’s active nature, toughness, and independence were also
evident when she came to visit; Once, the doorbell rang and to our
surprise, there was Po Po. We were amazed at how, with limited
English, and Mom’s hand drawn maps, she could have walked from her
New York apartment to the subway station, taken the train, found the
bus gate in the maze like Port Authority, gotten off at our NJ home
town, and finally walked all the way to our door step. At our house, she
kept busy with gardening, sewing, and cooking, ever diligent and

resourceful no matter the situation.

Po Po was a fantastic gardener; flowers bloomed and vegetables
thrived in our backyard. Ever creative, thrifty and resourceful, Po Po
would craft items available from home to make life easier for us. For
example, she constructed a wooden plank to hang from the handles of a
stroller. She would bring us to school in this stroller, Lilly sitting in the
front and Shirley standing on the plank in the back. When in leisure,
she showed us how to savor the small simple pleasures in life, like
making sandwiches that we could take turns to bite, sitting in our
backyard in a cool summer night counting stars in the sky, or just
taking a walk to the school yard for a swing. Perhaps it’s these
memories that we will treasure the most - ones of a remarkable woman
with her past defined by sacrificing herself and supporting others, yet

still able to take a moment to enjoy a small slice of the present.
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Po Po was affectionate, vivacious, and full of health throughout
her life except her last year. She loved family reunions, and enjoyed
family concerts of violin and piano given by us and our cousins Nora
and Marissa. She loved every single one of her many grandchildren, but
we feel particularly lucky to have had her with us and raised us. Thanks
to Po Po’s support, both of us are now career professionals. We are
who we are today because we stand on the shoulders of our
grandmother. May Po Po bless us with her resilience, courage, and
devotion to her family, and her joy for life. May her qualities become
part of our character so her spirit can live forever in each of her

children and grandchildren.

Shirley and Lilly 8/10/2013
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