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A Better Life 
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“Mama, whose house is that?” asked the little boy curiously in his uneven Mandarin speech. As 

he said this, his left arm slowly rose up with his tiny index finger pointing straight at a recently-

built, five-story brick building about a few hundred feet in front of them.  

 

While still carrying him on her arm, the little boy’s mother raised her head to see where he was 

pointing and answered him in Mandarin, “That’s the rich man’s house.”  

 

The little boy stared at the building in awe for a moment. He asked again, “How can they live in 

such a big house while we live in such a small house?”  

 

The mother and boy were standing in the old, Chinese style, stone courtyard. Behind them was 

their tiny, two room brick house. “Because they are rich and have a lot of money, so they are 

able to buy a big house. We are poor, no money, so all we have is this little house,” the mother 

told the little boy. Their house had been passed down for many generations. The last person who 

had owned it was the little boy’s grandfather.  

 

“Mama, when I grow up, I will be a rich man and I will buy a super big house for you to live in!” 

the little boy promised. The mother stared into his eye and smiled. 

 

That was my mother and me. The year was 2002. My mother was young, and I was only five. 

The house we lived in was at least few hundred years old, weather-beaten and worn. Made of 

bricks shaded a variety of faded colors and sizes, our house no longer had a door and the glass 

windows had been shattered during the typhoon season. As a result, the mighty winds kept 

carrying rain drops into the house. I was sick for days from the shivering cold and dampness. 

Glass was too expensive, so we covered the windows with clear plastic sheets. Since we lived in 

Southeast China, we did not have to worry about snow; heavy rains replaced the snow. In the 

spring, rainwater somehow made its way through the black ceramic roof tiles into the house. We 

placed iron buckets in spots where droplets of rainwater dripped four meters down from the roof 

to the ground. All day we were stuck in the house, listening to raindrops creating melodies as 

they hit the bucket dot, dibble, dot dot, dibble, dot, dibble, dot dot, dibble…  

 

There was one doorway and one window for each room, and each room was connected inside by 

an interior doorway. The room on the left contained a hard bed made of wood planks with a 

pillow and a cotton sheet that had been repaired many times. My mother and I had slept together 

on it for nine years. We ate three meals a day at a small wooden table with four small wooden 

benches. A big rocking chair made of bamboo sat by the window. In the far corner of the room 

was a trunk containing the cheapest clothes my mother could find at the market. We wore them 

for years. If there was a hole on the cloth big enough to be seen, she would pick up her needle 

and thread and repair it.  

 

The room on the right had a stone fireplace where food was cooked. On top of the fireplace was 

a big round opening where the big Chinese cooking pan was placed; and to one side of the 

cooking fireplace was a square hole where we put chopped wood to burn. At one end of the room 
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sat stacked wood and dry hay used to start fires, and black smoke regularly escaped through the 

chimney.  

 

My grandfather’s tools for farming hung along the walls, which were white, with dust and spider 

webs covering most of the upper part. The floor was as dirty as the ground outside. Sometimes, 

cockroaches and giant, poisonous, black bodied, red headed centipedes the length of a meter 

could be found crawling on the ground.  

 

My mother kept a big garden on the mountain to the east, the only mountain near our town. She 

planted sweet potatoes and cabbage. She also kept hens and rabbits. With these foods, we could 

create simple meals that got us through most of the year. However, the meals were not palatable. 

I hate rabbit meat, and my mother would buy fish with so many bones that often got painfully 

stuck in my throat as I ate. We were both very skinny because the food was never sufficient for 

us because of all the physical labor that we had to do. My mother was skinny, but she was strong 

from her endless chores. We had no washing machine, dryer, gas stove, hot water shower, or 

television. Even if these items had been available at the market, we still could not have afforded 

to purchase them. As a result, my mother did the work of each appliance; she washed clothes by 

hand on the washboard; she hung the clothes on the clotheslines; she chopped wood for the fire; 

she boiled the water for hot baths; she told me stories when I was bored. The only electronic 

device we had was an old and dim light bulb. Power often went out so we kept a supply of 

candles. Looking through the window at the rich man’s house, his power seemed to never go out; 

his lights were always on. I dreamed that one day we could live in a house like his. 

 

Looking down the mountain one morning, I saw never-ending rice fields spread across the 

western part of the town. The town was made up of impoverished citizens whose houses were 

just like ours: one-story brick buildings that were centuries old. Then there was the rich man’s 

five story red brick building, prominent in both color and size. Our house, however, was hard to 

find among the many one-story buildings.  

 

I lived in this house for the first nine years of my life. Nothing was ever sufficient. My mother 

worked hard to keep both of us alive. We moved to America after my father sent us money for 

plane tickets. In America, my father bought a house of his own for us to live in. My mother got a 

job in his restaurant. Life became easier.  We had all the machines in our new house, including a 

television, which I spent a lot of time watching during my first year in America. However, I have 

never forgotten the promise that I made to my mother so many years before.  

 

As I have grown older, I have vowed never to be poor again and never repeat those distressing 

early years. Even though my father actually fulfilled my promise to my mother, I continue to 

work hard both in school and at jobs outside of school. At the same time that I promised my 

mother a new house, I also promised myself that I would become a rich man, a successful 

person. My childhood poverty has provided me with direction. 
 
 


