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Leaving for the US, 1972


Granny’s jade bracelet
                                  
                                             Tong Yong Chen 
  

            At the corner of a drawer in my desk, there is a broken jade bracelet. This bracelet has a dull gray color, with tinged green spots scattered around. It is an ordinary jade bracelet. However, it is a Jewry my Granny wore in her wrist for many years.

Since I was six, I left my parents who were living in countryside and came to stay with my grandparents to attend a better city school. I was my grandparent’s oldest grandson. My age was very close to my younger uncle and auntie; grandparents treated me just like their youngest son. Every morning, when I got up, I would insist Granny to come up stairs to piggy-bag me downstairs. This used to upset my jealous uncle and auntie.

            In the earlier years after the 2nd World War, Taiwan was in depression. There were many kids wearing only underwear and no shoes to school, left alone owning any toys. However, Granny always tried to save some her allowance and bought me puppets or a tin sword. I realized these toys didn’t come easy, I treasured them all.

Granny knew I loved to snack. She would put a jar of roasted peanuts in the kitchen cabinet. Once she noticed the jar becoming half empty, she would refill it again. There was also a fruit bucket at the corner of her worship room upstairs. She would put the orange or banana, retrieved after serving the Buddha for me to eat.

In Granny’s bedroom, it was a Japanese style flat bed. This was a 10X15 ft. bed fully covered with straw mattresses. Under the bed, this 3 foot-high space became a storage place. There were collections of books, jars, tools; bottles…., all covered by dust. However, this was the secret treasured place to me. Quite often, I would take a flashlight, searching around, looking for those countless interesting objects. The most exciting moment to me was the sighting of a brilliantly shining nickel pointed by flash light. In those days, that nickel was enough for one day’s candy supply. Until now, I still couldn’t figure out why would those nickels fall into that space?  Although Granny wore her piggy bag around her waist to sleep. The wooden frame under the mattresses would still leave no crack for the nickel to fall into.

Granny was a faithful Buddhist. She liked to take me to visit Buddhist temples. Every time, she went to visit my Auntie in Tainan, I would pray before the Buddha for her trip safety. She was always touched by that, and liked to brag to her friends that I was her “Sweet Baby”.

When Granny was younger, she bought a cruise ticket to tour Japan. Unfortunately, the trip was canceled because of her unexpected eye ailment. Later, she would mention how much she was disappointed. Each time, relatives asked me, how would I treat my Granny when I grew up, I would say, I would build a chair made of gold, take her on a truck to tour many beautiful places in the world.

After I graduated from the medical school, I came to work in a hospital in Taipei. My working was extremely busy. Three years later, I got married and had my own apartment. I finally got the opportunity to invite Granny to stay with us for a few days. She was so excited. She now had her grandson grown up!

Half year after I got married, we came to the US. In the first several years, we moved around, not doing well financially. My wish of inviting Granny to visit us was never possible. One year, I went back to Taiwan, Granny said to me: “Tong, I am getting old.  According to our custom in AnPing (our ancester’s hometown), a grandson should give a jade bracelet for grandma to wear, so when she passes away, she can wear the bracelet with her.”  Hearing her words, my heart hurt like being torn apart. Yes, in these years, I was busily working; I had neglected what Granny might need. Right away, I asked a relative to help me find a jade bracelet for her. This wasn’t a great bracelet, but Granny was very satisfied, she wore it in her wrist all the time. She liked to show off to her friends, this was a treasure from her grandson.

Severn years later, Grandma had a fall. Fortunately, she suffered no harm, except the bracelet was broken. Mom told me, this jade bracelet had protected Granny, Mom said, when older people fell, they tended to break the wrist. This bracelet happened to protect the wrist when she fell. After this accident, I asked my younger brother, Tong Chi to find a more precious jade bracelet. In the nest visit back to Taiwan, I took my wife and all my children in front her and presented this bracelet to her.

Later, I began to settle down in the US.  I could afford to invite Granny to visit us. But, Granny now was in her 80. Her physical condition was no longer fit for long distance travel. We could only do our best, visiting her in Taiwan once a year, let alone to stay with her and accompany her at side. Each time, when we bided Goodbye to her, she always held my hands tightly, saying “I don’t know whether I can see you again?”

In the last time I visited her, her memory had faded.  Although she still remembered me, but she was no longer aware I was living thousands miles away. To me, this seems to be s a blessing for her. She could enjoy the joy of family gathering; yet, she no longer could feel the sadness of separation and the helplessness of coming death. All the sorrow was left to us, younger generations.

Soon after I returned from this trip, I received Dad’s phone call from Taiwan. Granny had passed away peacefully with a smile in her face. I hurried back to attend her funeral. 

Among the remains Granny left, I picked this broken bracelet. Holding it, my tear came to my eyes. This jade bracelet, cold and coarse, had accompanied my Granny, giving her pride and comfort in these years while I wasn’t around. Most of all, it even sacrificed itself to protect my Granny to the end. 
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