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The Secret wish of Grandpa
                                                                           Tong Y. Chen
Some years ago, my oldest daughter sent a package from Boston to my wife.  She opened it and was pleasantly surprised to find a pink sweater that said, “I love my Granny” on the front.  Since that moment, I started to plan.  One day, when my grandson could walk, I would hold his chubby hands and help him toddle into that “ Kathy’s Scoop”  ice cream shop. I would hold him way up high over my shoulder and let him gaze in excitement at all the colorful ice cream buckets, marked vanilla, chocolate, orange, mint chocolate chip, cherry, blueberry, and especially rum raisin.  I would watch my grandson’s face intently and this memory of his expression will be etched deeply in my mind.  I would also have Granny take a picture of him for me at that moment so that I could hold the picture in my hand and reminisce later during my nursing home years.  
All of this excitement came from the memory of my Grandpa. I was born during the 2nd World War. My earliest memory was sitting on a high chair made of wrought iron, surrounded by flood water in an underground bunker. Before the war, my grandfather and father owned a shop called “De An Pharmacy” that provided both Western and Chinese traditional medicines. Our next door neighbor, Mr. Shaw, had an ice cream shop. Once a while, my father would take eggs, milk, sugar and butter over to Mr. Shaw so he could make delicious vanilla ice cream for us.

When the war started, we had to evacuate the city, so Grandpa bought a big farmhouse in a nearby village, called “Kuei Lai’ (means Homecoming).  After the war ended, all of my grandparents, uncles and aunts moved back to Pingtung City. My father loved this quiet and beautiful village, so he decided to keep our family there. He would ride his bicycle 15 minutes to the pharmacy during the day time, and would ride back home every night. Pingtung City wasn’t far away from the village, but in the minds of his three young children, it might as well have been on the other side of the world.
Our property in Kuei Lai was large and surrounded by brick fences. We hardly had neighbors, let alone friends. Among my brothers and sisters, I dreaded of nighttime the most.  Once the sun set, it was completely dark. The lamp in the house only gave off a dim, yellowish light. We didn’t own books and we didn’t know how to read anyway. There was no TV yet. The only activity we had was playing “hide and seek” with two little neighbor girls under the foggy street light. We were bored. 

Quite frequently, I overheard adults talking about the terrible things of war, including the bombing of the Ma Chu Temple near our house in Pingtung. Fire destroyed the front half of the temple. Nearby, a stump of a leg hung over a power line. Many nights, I would wake up terrified from nightmares about bombings, shootings and fires. Only when my Mom took my hand and put it under her back could I stop tossing and turning and return to sleep.

One night, I thought of Mr. Shaw’s vanilla ice cream. I screamed and cried, demanding to have ice cream. Seeing the helpless and sad expression of my parents, I knew I was being unreasonable. This village didn’t even have a candy booth, let alone an ice cream shop? I fidgeted until I felt bored and then went to sleep.

After the war, I moved to the city to live with my grandparents to attend a better school. My grandpa loved watching movies and visiting the night market to eat. At that time, there were many great movies, such as “Tarzan”, “Cleopatra”, “Ali Baba”, “101 Arabian Nights”, and “Treasure Island.”  Every night, we were tutored in my friend’s home. At 8:46PM, our pharmacy clerk would stand under the street light outside the window, anxiously waving his hand. Of course, I knew my Grandpa, impatient and excited, had sent him over to encourage us to finish quickly. Unfortunately, my stern teacher, Mr. Huang, was in the middle of his lecture. Restless, I wished I could just rush out into the street. However, the thought of his impressive “Hand Spanking” skill calmed my impatience.

“Paradise Palace”; “Kuan Hua”; “Pingtung”; “First Theater” …, are the theaters we frequented. After the show, the three of us would always end up walking into the night market under the ramp of a bridge. Along the long alley, the first booth on the left sold bright red and sweet watermelon, followed by mushroom buns, Japanese food and seafood. On the right, booths of dates and nuts, followed by fish-ball soup, herb drink, stir-fried eel and squid. No matter what we ate, whether cold or hot, we always ended up at the last booth—“Come-in-to cold”. Each of us would sit down and order an ice cream. This was the climax of the day. The beautiful, tulip-shaped glass held a snowy, cool ice cream that was rich but not greasy.  Ah!! What a treat on this hot and humid summer night!!! With each mouthful, my tongue trembled and my taste buds sighed. But every beautiful day has to come to an end. We walked back feeling like on the cloud along the dimly lit “Min-Chu Road” and went home to go dream our 101 Arabian Nights.
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For many years, because my two daughters were married and busily working, we only visited them once a year. We would visit them in the middle of August for a week and they would take some vacation time. 
However, during our short visit to Boston, the kids were all under the care of the nanny during the day time. In the evening, Feng was always cooking for the families. Worst of all, the kids had to go to bed at 8:00 PM, which left no time for us to take them out for ice cream. My two daughters followed the same parenting rulebook; we didn’t dare to argue.
Last August, we went to Boston again, Feng cooked for 6 days.  Everyone loves Feng’s home cooking and she wouldn’t miss the opportunities to show off. As a good husband, I also had to be in the kitchen to clean and wash dishes. Feng always worked so hard.  
A few years ago, she even cut her finger chopping chicken legs.  It took two years to for her finger to heal, To this day, the left index is still crooked. On the last day of our visit, I insisted we take a break to have our own time alone. We drove to Seabrook, sat on a wooden bench inside the “Brown's Seabrook Lobster Pound”, watching the sunset at the beach, eating lobster pie, steamers, oyster-on-half-shells and drinking drafted beer. What a wonderful world!!!! On the way home to our B&B, we came by an ice cream shop near the Newton Center. We went in, ordered a few scoops of peach and rum raisin flavors. As we sat on a stone bench under the big oak tree and looked up at the full moon in the dark sky with twinkling stars, we heard the distant sound of church bells carried along by the summer breeze.  What a sweet mid-summer night!!! I decided, next year, I would have to take Lucas here to eat ice cream. How wonderful that would be!!!!

This August, we came again to Boston. Lucas just had his 3 year-old birthday. He is very smart and active. He loves us, plays with us and seems much attached to us. What an adorable boy!!  One day, I begged Eileen to let us keep Lucas for an afternoon. We wanted to take him to the ice cream shop near Newton Center. Thankfully, she agreed. But she announced three rules: 1. you must wait until after his nap. 2. he may only have three mouthfuls of ice cream, otherwise he’ll get cavities. 3. he cannot have any ice cream that contains chocolate, coffee, and of course, no rum. I nodded my head and promised.  However, in my mind, how could one know how many mouthfuls he might eat?  If Lucas would be happy, Grandpa wouldn’t let him be disappointed!!!

Holding Feng’s and my hands, Lucas ran and jumped towards the ice cream shop. I pushed the old wooden door open, The little bell on the door rang three times. Behind the counter, a young lady, holding a metal ice cream scoop in her hand, met us with a smile. Behind the glass counter, there were all kinds of colorful ice cream in the buckets. 
I lifted Lucas over my shoulder, expecting to see his excitement. Suddenly, I noticed he was quiet, not making a sound or a single move. Because I couldn’t see his face, I didn’t know what he was thinking at this moment.  I asked him which ice cream he wanted? but he said nothing. I put him down, and again asked him which flavor.   No response!! Disappointed, I went ahead and ordered a scoop of vanilla for him. We walked out of the store and sat on the stone bench. He took the ice cream in his mouth, tasted it twice and quickly passed the cup to me. Holding the little spoon, he ran away to play with a little caterpillar under a rock in the grassy field.

I took his ice cream and quickly ate it myself. All of my distant memories started to come back to me -- my grandpa, my childhood during that post-war depressing years, the dim and yellow street lights. Most of all, my secret dream hoping to be fulfilled by my grandson, but it was not I have expected!! 
However, I finally realized. Times have changed.  Our grandchildren's
background, tastes, education, thoughts and dreams are all different from us. I can no longer impose my own experiences upon them and expect them to follow my path. The clock cannot turn back and nobody can live in the past again!!!
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More than 40 years ago, my daughters, Grace and Eileen enjoying ice cream in  Charleston, South Carolina. Now they are all parents.
