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To every dreamer who dared to hope beyond

what they could see

And to the little girl I once was, who refused to give up.​​​
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Letter To The Reader​

From Zero to Global: An Immigrant’s Journey
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Dear Reader, 

If you are holding this book, there may already be a quiet voice stirring within you, a whisper that wonders if something more is waiting for you. If you have ever felt small in a world that often overlooks people like you, if you have ever felt invisible in a crowded room or caught between the life you live and the life you long for, then this story was written with you in mind. 

This is not a book filled with perfect answers or guaranteed steps to success. It is a collection of real moments drawn from one woman’s life. I came from a remote village in China, carrying nothing but a fragile dream. I left behind everything familiar and arrived in a land where I could not speak the language, where I had never driven a car, and where I had to learn everything from the beginning; how to open a bank account, how to find work, and how to believe in myself even when no one else could see what I was capable of. 

This is a story about starting over. It is a story of silence and sacrifice, of heartbreak and healing. It is about learning to rise each time I fall and finding my voice in a place where I once felt voiceless. It is about being a mother in a foreign country, a daughter caught between two cultures, and a woman discovering that leadership begins by leading yourself. For many years, I only knew how to survive. I worked hard but lived quietly, always trying to prove that I was good enough. Then one day, I stopped waiting

or someone to choose me. I stopped asking for permission. I chose myself even when it was frightening. 

This memoir is not the story of a perfect woman. It is the story of someone who kept going. And if you are reading these words, I believe the same strength lives in you, too. 

Maybe you’ve been told to stay small, or you’ve been afraid to speak up, or you are carrying a dream that no one else understands. I want you to know: your story is not too late. Your voice and your future matter. You do not have to shrink to be accepted. You were born to grow, to lead, and to create something beautiful from all that you have lived through. 

Although this story comes from my experience as a woman, the truth in these pages belongs to anyone who has ever longed for change, who has ever fought to believe that something greater is possible. 

So let this book be a mirror, a lantern, a companion. Let it remind you that your past does not define your future, and that you are not alone on this journey. You are not behind. You are not broken. You are becoming. With love and courage, 

Zhen Tao 

Entrepreneur, Immigrant, Mother, Dreamer 

From Zero to Global 

www.zhentaoenterprises.com/books 
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​​Preface 
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I was born in a rural Chinese village marked by poverty, where government policies closely dictated every aspect of our lives. The one-child policy hung over every family like a heavy shadow. I remember watching my mother hide in fear, moving from place to place to give birth to my younger brother. Every little noise would make her flinch. When he was finally born, our family had no money to pay the government fine. 

In those painful days, my father made a heartbreaking choice. He ended his life and left the three of us in a world we had no idea how to survive in. 

My mother kept going. With tears in her eyes and rough, tired hands, she worked day and night to raise us. Even when we had no food to eat, she never stopped trying. As a child, I made a silent promise in my heart. I told myself I would not let her suffer like this forever. One day, I would give her a better life. 

Many years later, I became a mother. I became a wife. I became an immigrant. I came to America with hope, thinking I had finally found a place where I belonged, but I quickly realized the challenges were only beginning. 

I could not speak English. I did not know how to drive. I didn’t know how to open a bank account or make a phone call without fear. Even saying I wanted a better life felt like too much to ask. At night, I often cried quietly, asking myself if perhaps I had made a mistake. 

But in those dark and lonely days, I began to hear a small voice inside me. It was the voice of the girl I used to be, the girl who once looked at the sky while standing in a rice field. The girl who dreamed of something more. The girl who promised herself that she would not live a life of silence. 

I began learning. I found work. I built my own business. I learned how to communicate with others, how to lead, and how to begin believing in myself. I stopped living only for survival. I started living with purpose and pride. Slowly, I found my voice again. I found my strength, and I created a new path for myself, where none had existed before. 

This book tells that story. It is for the woman I once was, the one who stayed strong even through the darkest nights. It is for you if you are still searching for your own source of light to defeat the darkness. 

It is also for my son. 

I often see him sitting in front of a screen, playing games, lost in a world of wins and losses that are not real. And I wonder if he knows the path that his mother walked down to build the life he has now. I wonder if he can imagine the pain and effort behind the comfortable life he lives. 

I hope that one day he will read this book and find a sentence that reaches his heart. I hope he will come to understand that real success does not come from avoiding hard things. It comes from facing them with courage and building something meaningful with your own two hands. 

Today’s children are often born into a comfortable lifestyle. Many have never been truly hungry. They have never walked barefoot in the cold of winter. They have never carried the fear of not surviving. They have choices, but no clear direction. They have freedom, but sometimes they feel lost. 

That is why I wrote this book. I hope it can be a gentle reminder, a quiet truth, a mirror of what is possible. I hope my son and others like him can see something real in these words. I hope they will remember that even within struggle, there is beauty. And within every person, there is a hidden strength waiting to arise. 

May you find a part of yourself in these pages. May you feel a small seed of hope begin to grow. And when you are ready, may that seed grow into a life full of purpose, strength, and love. 

This is for you.

And it is for the woman I once was.

It is for the next generation, for my son and for all the sons and daughters of this time who are still waiting to finally wake up to who they truly are.
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This book is more than a recollection. It is a mirror held up to the quiet, unseen moments of a life rebuilt from the ground up. It is the story of a woman who left behind everything familiar to cross borders, and not just geographic, but of language, identity, and fear. 

As an immigrant, an entrepreneur, and, above all, a relentless dreamer, I have walked through fire. Sometimes I trembled. Sometimes I resisted. But I always kept moving forward. 

I did not write these pages to present a perfect version of success. I wrote them to offer a hand to those still finding their way. If you have ever questioned your worth, if you have ever stood at the edge of change, unsure whether you were strong enough to leap, this book is for you. If you have ever built something from nothing, or longed to, you will find aspects of yourself within these words. 

Within this book, you will journey with me through sleepless nights and quiet triumphs. Through the loneliness of a foreign land, the fear of starting over, the resilience born in silence, and the transformation that only hardship can teach. You will see how the smallest acts of faith and the most fragile sparks of courage can grow into something powerful when nurtured with love and intention. 

Whether you are an aspiring business owner, a seeker of meaning, or simply someone whose heart still beats with unspoken hopes, know this: you are not alone. No matter how small your first step may feel, it matters. It begins the path to everything. 

The truth is, we are never too lost, too late, or too broken to begin again. There is always a way to rise. There is always a way to turn pain into purpose and silence into voice. 

So, walk with me, not to follow my path, but to be reminded of your own. 

Together, let us uncover the quiet and unstoppable power that has always lived inside you. 

Let this be the beginning of your new beginning. 
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​​Part 1​:

The Beginnings Roots and Childhood
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​Chapter 1:​

Growing Up in Poverty,​

But Never Without Light
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I was born in a small village in Huang Mei, Hubei Province, China. It was so poor and remote that it barely appeared on a map. The sleepy little hamlet sat quietly beside Da Yuan Lake, surrounded by calm water and wild beauty. Life there was hard. There were only about fifty households, and people survived by fishing and farming, living in the simplest, most primitive way. 

We were far from town. There was no electricity, no running water. At night, we lit kerosene lamps, and their dim yellow glow trembled with every breath of wind. Our home was made of mud bricks, and the roof was thatched with straw. In winter, the wind slipped through every crack in the wall, and sometimes the rain leaked through the roof. We had no warm blankets and no winter clothes. Our hands and feet were often covered with frostbite. They itched so badly at night that we couldn’t sleep, and when we scratched, the skin would break open. We had no medicine, only the will to endure. 

There were no doctors in the village. When we got sick, my mother went into the fields to dig wild herbs. She boiled them into bitter soup in an old pot and fed it to us by hand. I can still remember the taste. It wasn’t the taste of healing. It was the taste of survival. 

Food was never enough. Most days, we ate thin rice porridge and pickled vegetables. Meat was a rare luxury, sometimes missing for months. My mother always fed us first and only ate what was left. We didn’t understand what sacrifice meant. Hunger was just a daily part of life. 

Spring was the most beautiful season. Canola flowers bloomed across the fields, stretching like golden waves. In summer, lotus flowers opened along the lakeshore, and their sweet fragrance drifted through the village. We loved those days. We would run to the water, dive in to catch fish and shrimp, or pick lotus pods and suck the seeds straight from the shell. Our joy was raw and real, born from the earth and the water, from freedom and childhood. 

Winter was different. Winter was cold and merciless. Sometimes it snowed and froze, and the house turned into an icebox. My siblings and I wore thin, worn-out clothes and huddled in corners for warmth. Our fingers cracked and bled. At night, we scratched until the pain made us cry, but no one asked if it hurt. Pain was ordinary. 

And yet, we were happy. We didn’t know we were poor. We had never known another kind of life, so we believed this was how everyone lived. In our world, there was laughter, there was love, and there was always another sunrise to look forward to. 

The most exciting time was the Lunar New Year. Families began planning for weeks and taking turns to slaughter pigs. The smell of cooking meat filled the air, bringing both joy and hunger. My mother would save scraps of fabric, and late at night, she would sit under the kerosene lamp, sewing new clothes for us by hand. Her hands were rough, her eyes tired, but her stitches were full of love. I saved my new clothes carefully and wore them only on New Year’s Day. That morning, I would walk from house to house, greeting the neighbors, hoping they would notice how nice I looked in my one new outfit. 

My father worked in a cement factory in town. He repaired machines for a living, but never earned very much. He didn’t talk a lot, but he was kind. He would help the neighbors mend their clothes, even though his sewing wasn’t good. People sometimes laughed at him, but he never minded. He would smile and help anyway. To me, he was the kind of man who quietly held up a whole family without needing to be thanked. 

I had a younger sister, and even though we had nothing, we had each other. We were poor, but not broken. We lived without comfort, but not without warmth. In our little house with its cracked walls and leaky roof, we still managed to laugh. I thought that maybe life would always be like this - hard, but full of small joys. Quiet, but steady. 

What I didn’t know was that something was already changing. A storm was coming; one we could not see. One that would tear apart not just our lives, but the very heart of our family. 
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Chapter 2:​

A Family Torn by Policy 
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It was a quiet afternoon, the kind that felt heavy without reason. 

The sky hung low and gray, as if it had forgotten how to shine. Everything around us seemed frozen. The trees, the air, even time itself stood still. There was no wind, no movement, only the sound of cicadas crying loudly, their sharp voices slicing through the stillness like tiny alarms. I was only five years old. Too young to understand why but something inside me knew that something was wrong. Something was coming. 

Father had already left before sunrise. I remember his figure walking down the dirt road, long and thin against the pale morning sky, his toolbox swinging gently with each step. He was heading to the cement factory, a place so far away and so unforgiving it felt like another world altogether. The journey stretched more than ten miles across hills, muddy fields, and slippery riverbanks where ferries only crossed on days when the weather was kind. Most days, there were no ferries. So, he walked the entire way, the mud grabbing at his shoes until his feet, already hardened and cracked from years of labor, began to bleed quietly into the dust once more. 

He was a quiet man. His skin had been darkened by the sun and the soil. His beard was patchy, scattered like moss growing on the steps of a forgotten temple. People in the village called him a tailor, even though his stitches wobbled and the buttons often never lined up. But he never turned anyone away, not even the poorest among us. His kindness did not come through words. It lived in his hands, in the soup he made, in the clothes he patched, and in the way he 

swept the dirt floor each night as though it were sacred, never asking for thanks. 

That day, only Mother, my little sister, and I were home. The house smelled of woodsmoke and flour; warm and comforting. Mother knelt by the stove, folding dough with slow, careful hands. Her back was straight, her head slightly bowed, as if her quiet concentration alone could keep the morning from falling apart. A few strands of hair clung to her forehead, catching the soft light, and her even breathing filled the space with calm. 

Outside, my sister and I played in the dirt. She was so small and fragile that I feared the sunlight might carry her away. Her breathing was shallow and delicate, hardly more than a whisper. The village doctor had already given up on her, but Mother never did. She carried my sister on her back while working in the fields, while hauling water, while grinding grain, always keeping her close, as if love alone might convince life to stay. 

I rolled small mud balls in my hands, shaping them like rice to make my sister laugh. And when she did laugh, soft and light, rising like a breeze through dry grass, it felt as if the sky itself leaned lower just to listen. 

––––––––
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Then we heard footsteps. They were not running. They came fast but steady, each step firm and full of purpose. It was not the urgency of panic, but the calm repetition of people who had done these many times before, in other homes, to other families. 

Before we could react, seven or eight strangers stepped into our home. Their clothes were wrinkled. Their faces were empty. They showed no emotion, no curiosity, and no kindness. Only the blank expression of those who had turned obedience into armor. They wore no uniforms and carried no badges, yet their presence moved through the house like a coming storm. 

One of them stepped forward. His boots sank softly into the wet earth as he surveyed the room. His eyes were dull and hard. Then he spoke. 

"You broke the One-Child Policy. You have to come with us. Now, for a forced abortion." 

His words did not rise. They did not question. They simply landed like a stone on glass. 

At that moment, our world fell apart. The cicadas went silent. The pot on the stove ceased its bubbling. Even the light seemed to hesitate, as though the day itself was too ashamed to keep shining. 

I did not understand the words, but I understood their weight. I felt it in my chest, in my gut. Something terrible had entered our home, and nothing would ever be the same. 

Mother did not speak right away. She stood perfectly still by the stove, holding the dough in her hands, as if her stillness might erase what she had heard. Then her arms fell, and she collapsed to her knees, wrapping herself around her stomach. A cry came out of her; one so deep and raw I did not know such a sound could come from a human being. 

"Please," she whispered. "Please don’t take my baby. He hasn’t even been born. He’s innocent. Please..." 

Her voice did not sound like hers. It fractured and rose, and broke again. It was the kind of sound that should have stopped the sky, but the men were unmoved. 

One looked down and said, "We understand your pain," though his voice was flat and lifeless. Another checked his watch, already halfway gone in his mind to the next home, the next name on the list. 

Mother bent forward, shielding her belly with her body. Her knees pressed into the mud. Her pleas turned to sobs. 

The men did not wait. They stepped forward, boots sinking into the earth. Two of them seized her by the arms and pulled her up. They dragged her away from the stove, away from the home she had made, away from everything she was trying so desperately to protect. 

She resisted. She screamed, not for herself, but for the life growing inside her. Her feet slipped. Her hands dug into the ground. Her pants tore. Her knees bled. Her hair tumbled over her face, now ghostly white with terror. But she never stopped looking at me. 

She called my name, again and again. Not for rescue, she knew none would come, but through her eyes, through her voice, she tried to leave something of herself behind. And something inside me cracked open. 

I rushed toward them, filled with a fury only a child can summon. I kicked at their legs, beat at their arms with my fists, grabbed their clothes, and screamed until the sound tore from my throat. 

"Don’t take her! She is my mother! Please, don’t take her!" 

But I was only five years old. The world does not stop for a child’s cry. It does not bend for love when rules have already been written. 

Neighbors peeked from behind doors and windows. Faces hid behind shadows. No one stepped forward. Some turned away. Others stood like statues. Fear held them all in place. Even the dogs knew. They vanished without a sound. Tails down, ears back, slipping under carts and porches. 

No one spoke. No one intervened. And then they were gone. What remained was the hollow thud of retreating steps and the violent silence that filled the spaces they had ripped apart. 

I collapsed onto the ground. The mud took my knees. I wept until the world blurred. My fists trembled in the air, unable to hold what had already been stolen. My little sister crouched near the wall, her body folded in on itself. Her eyes were wide with confusion. She did not wail. Only small, broken whimpers came from her mouth. The belief that home meant safety had already begun to unravel in her young mind. 

The place where they had dragged Mother was empty now. But the scars on the earth remained. The smell of fear lingered. The air carried the weight of her absence. 

Inside, the fire had gone out. The pot on the stove had cooled. A thin film floated on the surface, quiet and pale. The ball of dough lay untouched, its edges cracking with dryness. A few strands of her black hair clung to the wooden doorframe, thin as thread and full of silence. Sunlight streamed through the crooked window, soft and golden. It touched the floor, the table, and the dough she had shaped. The light was warm, but it felt cruel, making everything visible that we had lost. 

Later that evening, just as the hills swallowed the sun, my mother returned. She walked barefoot through the broken door. Her ankles bled. Her clothes clung to her skin, soaked in sweat and sorrow. Her face had gone colorless. Her lips were split. Her hair hung wet and heavy across her cheeks. She did not look at us. She did not speak. She walked past as if she were only half here, as if the part of her that knew how to come home had not yet arrived. 

She stumbled toward the bed and lay down. She turned her face to the wall and curled into the shape of silence. I removed my shoes and climbed in beside her. I reached for her hand. I needed to feel that she still existed, even if she no longer felt real. 

Her skin was cold, not from the night air, but from something deeper. Her fingers were dry and stiff; blood was still caked around the nails. She trembled faintly, like a dying ember struggling to stay lit. She did not hold my hand in return. She let it rest in mine, lifeless and still. 

That night, we did not light a lamp. Only a faint line of fading sunlight crept across the walls and touched the dough, untouched since morning. No one said a word. The quiet was heavy and wide, too deep to cross. 

The next morning, my father came home. He stood in the doorway, covered in dust. His shoulders were slumped. His eyes scanned the room. He saw my mother on the bed, unmoving. He saw me still holding her hand. He stepped forward. Slowly. Carefully. As though the ground might collapse beneath him. He looked at her again. Then at me. Then he finally spoke. 

"I heard." 

He said nothing more. He walked to the drawer near the stove, took out his tobacco, and sat on the stool. His hands shook slightly as he lit a match. The smoke curled upward, folding itself into the silence. No one else said a word. Silence became the only language we could speak. One that asked for nothing, explained nothing, and carried everything. 

After that day, life returned to routine. But inside, everything had changed. Mother still rose early. She still worked in the fields. But she no longer sang. Her stories disappeared. Her voice faded into something barely more than a breath. 

Her eyes stopped shining. They became deep and unreachable, like dark wells no one could lower a rope into. At night, I sometimes found her washing the same clothes she had worn earlier that day. Her hands were raw and red. They worked through the fabric as if she were trying to erase time. 

The woman who had once kissed our foreheads before bed was no longer there. A quiet shadow had taken her place. 

Then, one night, as the wind howled outside the window, I heard her whisper: 

"I’m pregnant again," she said. "This time, I won’t lose him. I have to go." 

By sunrise, she was gone. She took my sister with her. No note. No farewell. Not even Father knew where she had gone. Later, I learned the truth through whispers. She hid in sheds and storage rooms, in corners of houses that belonged to strangers. She moved only at night, wrapped in a coat. Her feet bled. Her belly grew. But she never stopped. 

She was not running away. She was running to protect life. She had become something more than just my mother. She had become a warrior of love, of dignity, of hope. 

And I, a five-year-old child, was left behind in a house that no longer felt like home. I survived on cold rice and raw sweet potatoes. I slept alone in the quilt she had sewn. I waited for the door to open, but it never did. 

Something inside me dimmed. 

That winter, my childhood ended. 

It did not shatter. 

It faded. Quietly. Irrevocably. Completely. 

Where did she go? Did she make it? Did the baby survive? 

That part of the story is still waiting to be told. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​Chapter 3​:

Growing Up in​ Hunger and Loneliness 
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That winter came quietly, like a thief in the night. It didn’t just take the warmth; it stole the voices, the laughter, and the feeling of home. First, my mother left without a word. Then my father went into the fields and didn’t come back for days. The world around me felt frozen. Even the wind moved slowly, as if it too had grown tired. 

The village was covered in frost, but it wasn’t just the ground that felt cold. I felt cold too, deep inside. I was only five, but I already felt invisible. I was there, but no one saw me. 

Sometimes a neighbor would give me a bowl of rice or say a kind word, but they had struggles of their own. Their kindness came and went quickly, like the smoke from their kitchen fires. I wasn’t a burden, but I wasn’t a blessing either. Just someone quietly passing through. 

My father didn’t know what else to do, so he brought me to my grandmother’s house at the edge of the village. It was old and tilted to one side. The wind made the walls groan and the roof creak. My grandmother looked as tired as the house. 

She had lived a hard life. Her back was bent from work in the fields, and her hair had turned white. Her hands were rough and cracked. She didn’t speak much, just carried on, doing what she had to do. 

Two of her children, my uncle and aunt, still lived with her. They were in their twenties but already looked worn out. Hunger and hardship had aged them too soon. The house was already struggling. Now there was one more person to feed. 

When I arrived, my grandmother placed a hand on my head and said, “Good child.” Her voice was soft, but I could see in her eyes that she didn’t know how to help me. 

So, I stayed for a little while. Then I moved to another house. And then another. I drifted, like something borrowed. I slept behind doors, in corners, wherever there was room. I ate when someone remembered. I didn’t speak unless spoken to, and even then, only in a whisper. 
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