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The Boy Who Reads Poems

Every Sunday, we would visit my grandparents who lived in the suburbs about
an hour away from downtown Taipei. Grandma would always look out from the
window, but as soon as we were about to enter the house, she would pretend she was
busy doing house chores. She was not very straightforward when it came to
expressing love and emotions, which more or less explained why she usually seemed
serious and stern. Indeed grandmother had reasons to be stern whenever | visited her. |
would build fortresses on the sofa using the cushions, hurdle over tables and stools,
etc. As a result, grandmother was always yelling at me and | grew up listening to her
robust, reprimanding voice.

But then she had Alzheimer’s.

Like a helpless child, she could only sit in her wheelchair in the corner of the
house that no longer seemed to belong to her. Her decades of cooking experience
vanished altogether except for a few traces of lingering scent in the kitchen. Soon, she
even needed crutches, adult diapers and someone to help her take a bath. Nevertheless,
the most drastic change was in her personality—she began smiling all the time. At
first, 1 liked the change because now | could continue my rampage in the house



without her scolding at me. | continued to build my fortress on the sofa with great
pleasure. On the second Sunday after Grandma was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s,
however, | stared blankly at my perfectly symmetrical castle made out of sofa
cushions and pillows. There was an air of emptiness and silence. The next thing |
knew, | was punching and kicking the vey castle that | had been working on for the
entire Sunday morning. Lying there in the pile of cushions, | looked at my
grandmother sitting in the corner. Her warm, innocent smile pierced my heart.
Strangely, deep down | wished she greeted me with her usual stern face.

On the subsequent Sundays, | found myself trying to irritate her as much as
possible. | had leftovers on my plates, screamed in front of her, and jumped on the
dinner table. Still, she responded with the same cheerful expression that only made
me feel guilty and terrible. Nevertheless, | did not give up. After weeks of observation,
| had the impression that grandmother was becoming more like a child. Then |
remembered the first thing we were taught when kids entered elementary
school—poems. If my grandmother started learning about poetry, perhaps she will
“grow” to become an adult again. Thus, I decided to read her poems. When the next
Sunday arrived, | had prepared a poem written by the legendary Li Po in China’s Tang
period. | read it slowly while Grandma quietly sat with me in the corner.

“So bright a gleam on the foot of my bed —

Could there have been a frost already?

Lifting myself to look, | found that it was moonlight.

Sinking back again, | thought suddenly of home.”

(Tr. Witter Byner, 1920, from "300 Tang Poems")

Grandma repeated after me. The faint smile on her face was still there. It was
clear that she no longer understood the melancholic beauty behind the simple words
she uttered. Suddenly, | realized that I, too, like the poem, would gradually vanish in
her mind like the silhouettes on a worn-out photograph. The thought of being
forgotten by her was simply unbearable.

When the next Sunday came, | lay in the bed and pretended to be sound asleep
all throughout the morning. The same thing happened for a few more times until
finally my parents dragged me over to my grandparents’ house in the suburb. As |
reluctantly walked toward the front door, | kept my eyes on the floor. I could not look
into the window because | knew grandmother would not be there waiting for us. Dad
urged me to the corner, where Grandma was sitting. Even as I stood in front of her,
she seemed slightly taller. Yet somehow | felt like | was the adult. After weeks of my
absence, | wondered if she would even recognize me. At last, | forced myself to look
her in the eyes. This time, the smile on her face vanished. Her face was neither stern
nor cheerful but rather devoid of emotion. The moment our eyes met, she had an



indifferent look that seemed to confirm what I had dreaded. With a trembling voice, I
asked,

“Grandma, it’s me...You remember me, right?”

“....” She seemed puzzled by this little kid.

| held back the tears and looked down on the floor again. | would never cry in
front of my grandmother. Suddenly, she looked closely at me, and then the same
warm smile appeared on her face. She said,

“So bright a gleam on the foot of my bed —

Could there have been a frost already?

Lifting myself to look, | found that it was moonlight.

Sinking back again, I thought suddenly of home.”

As she uttered those words, | could not help but feel a kind of sadness
beneath her smile. Nevertheless, | was content. She did recognize me after all, even
though she probably did not remember that | was her grandson. Looking at her smile,
| felt all the Sundays we had spent were worthwhile. Though her declining memory
may have sabotaged our connection as grandmother and grandson, | had a chance to
start anew and reconnect with her. Every Sunday became more meaningful when |
thought of Grandma, who would enjoy listening to the poems that a little boy read to
her.

This essay is dedicated to my most beloved grandmother...
JEFF LEE




