
Memories and Red Bean Cakes 

By Angelina Xu, age 17 

I stood still, feeling my mind go numb. The colors in the world blurred together like finger 
paints. My father’s voice and the chatter in the hospital muffled until it felt like sitting 
underwater. Oxygen failed to circulate through my lungs. Seconds later, I gasped for breath as 
I came back to terms with reality. She has cancer. My aunt. She has cancer. I clenched my 
teeth to stop my quivering lips and swallowed, my throat constricting, forcing the sobs back 
down. When I raised my head to face my father − his face grey and his hair disheveled − my 
eyes were trained towards him but were unseeing. And I didn’t blink. If I blinked, my eyes 
would be offered respite from the stinging air. I feared a second’s respite would let my eyes 
collect sufficient moisture and lead to uncontrollable tears. So I welcomed the stinging readily. 
In fact, I felt like I deserved the suffering: What had my aunt done to deserve such a 
debilitating disease? What allowed me to be cancer-free? Guilty for being perfectly healthy, I 
imagined alleviating my aunt’s discomfort vicariously by undergoing similar pain. But I knew 
this was only wishful thinking. 

Before leaving the hospital, I took one more look at my aunt. Her eyes were closed, and she 
was breathing through machines and tubes. She was no longer the vibrant spirit we knew, but 
a fragmentary echo of the past. Her red painted nails, something she had always attributed to 
good luck, were the only splashes of color among the hues of grey and shadows. 

A week later, we visited my aunt again. The pillows and blankets enveloped her frame within 
the bed. She had just been discharged after diagnosis with stage three colorectal cancer, and 
needed to return to the hospital for chemotherapy in a week. The prognosis had not looked 
bright but I kept my smile. I knew that if I cried, she would see how much it was hurting me. But 
she didn’t have a choice. She couldn’t choose whether or not she had cancer. She couldn’t 
choose the impact it would have on us. But we could choose how to spend our numbered 
days. 

Although the pain demanded to be felt, I buried it deep within me and distracted myself with 
academics and activities during the weekdays, fearing that any spare minute would lead to the 
dangerous wanderings of the brain…What if my aunt wasn’t there the next time I  saw her? 
What if the chemo wasn’t working? When my concentration lapsed, these thoughts crept into 
my head. I continuously repeated to myself that everything would be fine, but with repetition, 
the words of comfort seemed to lose meaning. The nasty thoughts seemed to take root more 
sturdily and stealthily. After all, the doctors had told us the prognosis. All we could hope for 
was slower metastasis of the cancer, much less hope for recovery. Yet, subconsciously I still 
clung on to the possibility of a miracle. 

Cancer was a thief. I felt robbed of the future memories we could have created. I felt robbed of 
her delicious red bean pastries that crumbled upon the tongue. I felt robbed of our traditions 
during Lunar New Year. Without her, our family gatherings would have felt a gaping vacuum of 
nothingness. It was November, and although we never mentioned it, everyone seemed to 
sense the inevitable black ink that would stain and permeate the red and joyous festivities. 

Thus, I made cancer my enemy. Cancer wanted to watch us fall apart. I refused. Cancer 
wanted us to waste our remaining time together weeping and mourning. I refused. I began 
treating each millisecond spent together like an infinity. The memories we could’ve created in 
the future − I jam-packed them into our time together. The weekends seemed to pass in a 



parallel universe where the concept of time ceased to apply. During my stays, I didn’t check 
my watch; I simply lived in the moment. 

I also learned how to make her red bean pastries. Although the buttery shell failed to melt the 
same way, nor did the red bean filling have the same perfect balance of sweet and salty, we 
laughed over her playful critiques. Yet, when night fell, only flakes of the shell remained on the 
plate. 

I was in school when I received a call midway through my period seven English class. My 
father’s voice was hoarse, “I’m on my way to school right now. Your aunt…she’s no longer with 
us…” 

It’s not that I hadn’t expected it, but it felt like someone deflated my lungs. This time, the tears 
came pouring out before I realized it. I excused myself and walked through the empty hallway, 
feeling a rhythmic pounding between my eyes as the heat collectively rushed towards my 
head. She’s gone. 

Sometimes, I wish I could just unspool the memories − let the pain go. But what about the 
moments we shared − the happy ones, not just the sad ones? With time, the pain would fade 
but I wanted to hold onto the memories forever. The memories taught me how to live: a 
meaningful life where you never look back and wish you had done something differently. 
Because wishing is pointless. That’s one thing my aunt taught me: leave no regrets and keep 
moving forward. 


