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			Praise for Dream Weaver

		

		
			“I once asked the legendary Quincy Jones why some talented musicians succeed while others don’t. His answer was a single word: personality. Indeed, success and failure in life often come down to personality—and that’s certainly true of Jenny Zhu. She has the most delightful personality I know, like a ray of sunshine—always happy and optimistic about people and events. People love being around her and working with her.

			Despite facing many life challenges, she maintains a remarkable attitude. Her “go-forward” spirit propels her to succeed, and her curiosity drives her to explore opportunities others might overlook. Jenny is a truly special and inspiring woman. Her book is a must-read for any young, aspiring entrepreneur!”

			—Yue-Sai Kan, Fashion Icon, Successful Entrepreneur, Best-Selling Author, and World-Renowned Philanthropist

			“Jenny Jing Zhu is one of the most inspiring and driven people I’ve met, and that’s echoed in every page of Dream Weaver. Her journey from a small village in China to leading a successful company in the U.S. is filled with lessons on perseverance, making bold choices, and following your vision no matter the odds. It’s a blueprint for anyone with big dreams and the determination to make them happen.”

			-Drew Scott, Founder Scott Brothers Global/Property Brothers

			

			“The first time I met Jenny and learned about her journey—rising from poverty in China to build a successful business in America—I was truly inspired. She strikes the perfect balance between being laid-back and a fierce go-getter, showing kindness and dedication in everything she does. Jenny is a true role model, and I’m so proud to call her my friend. If you want to feel inspired and empowered, read her book.”

			- Kim Clijsters, Former World No. 1 Tennis Player, Four-Time Grand Slam Champion, and International Tennis Hall of Fame Inductee

			“Jenny’s life journey has been nothing short of extraordinary. From humble beginnings to building an incredible life in the U.S., her story is one of resilience, vision, and unstoppable courage. As a leader, she combines fierce determination with genuine heart and passion—a rare quality that makes her both inspiring and unforgettable. Dream Weaver is a testament to the remarkable strength it takes to pursue one’s aspirations against all odds, and a powerful reminder for anyone who has faith in oneself and dares to dream big.”

			– Camille Burns, CEO Women Presidents Organization
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			“Dreaming isn’t just about reaching the stars. It’s about believing in yourself, taking the first step, then one foot after another, and
 having faith that the path will unfold.”

			-Jenny Jing Zhu

			To my two children: my son, Daren, who inspires me to grow as a mother, and my daughter, Lush Décor, for providing the spark 
for my dreams and the foundation on which to build them. 

			And to my family, my Lush Decor team, and the incredible women and immigrants who inspire me daily—thank you for your love, strength, and belief in the power of dreams. 

			May we all keep weaving dreams, creating stories that empower, connect, and uplift us all.

		

	
		

		
			Introduction

			The first time I stepped onto American soil, night blanketed the sky. I couldn’t see anything. Blindness forced all my other senses into overdrive, and the foreign, pungent odor of pine trees overwhelmed me. San Francisco smelled nothing like the streets of Beijing where the aroma of roasted chestnuts and the rich, savory scent of Peking duck from street vendors filled the air. With my first breath of San Francisco air, the woody, spiced-pine perfume found a permanent place in my memory. The unmistakable scent and the anxiety pounding in my chest escorted me as I plunged headlong into the unknown.

			Without friends or a community, I had nothing to do but sit in the small apartment my husband shared with his American law school classmate and watch television programs I did not understand. My companion visa and my inability to communicate prevented me from getting a job. Within days, I realized I had to find something to occupy my brain before I went crazy.

			Once again, I found myself starting a new journey while facing a significant obstacle. At the time, though, I didn’t see it that way. In fact, it wasn’t until I began writing this book that I realized how many obstacles I have overcome during the course of my life. The funny thing is, I was the only one who did not see them as obstacles. My friends called me delusional because I always envisioned the beautiful scene beyond the brick wall standing in my way, at the top of the mountain I had to climb.

			

			Perhaps naivete or stubborn determination blinded me to the realities of my situation. But I discovered the power of looking at obstacles from a different angle. An obstacle could provide an opportunity to take a new path, overcome limitations, and grow stronger. Obstacles can reveal the very thread necessary for success. For me, learning to recognize such threads when they appeared took time and patience. So did the skill of weaving them into a tapestry that would support me as my dreams became reality.

			Dream Weaver shares the the precious threads of experience I discovered through the hardships I faced in business and in life. I hope you find inspiration in the childhood moment that ignited my passion for independence and following my dreams and in the countless heart-wrenching lessons that strengthened my intuition.

			As a little girl, I found inspiration in the stories of women who went before me. My grandma was the first woman to inspire me. In my village, we grew cotton, hand-picked it, and spun it into thread. Then women like my grandma wove it into fabric. Sitting at Grandma’s feet, I would watch in awe as her hands danced across colorful threads weaving traditional fabric, stories, and dreams together on an old wooden loom under an oil lamp.

			By sharing my journey from my birth in a village lacking basic services such as electricity and indoor plumbing to navigating challenges as a first-generation immigrant and female entrepreneur, I hope to ignite a spark within you too.

			It wasn’t until later in my life that the significance of my grandma’s loom became clear to me. The idea of weaving my life together like a resilient, visionary, and beautiful tapestry became a powerful visual. I picked up many threads throughout my life; independence, intuition, gratitude, love, trust, passion, determination, self-confidence—and more. As I wove them together, the tapestry of my life grew stronger. It caught me when I stumbled and fell. When I plummeted toward rock bottom, it became the safety net that saved me from crashing. It provided a soft place to land and regroup.

			

			I stand as a testament to the power of perseverance and vision, and the courage to transform dreams, weaving them into reality. I want to show you that no matter the outcome, you should always try, and always do your best. For those who grapple with challenges, doubt, and fear, those who see giving up as their only option, I hope my journey can shine some light on your path. May it encourage you to weave your threads of experience into a unique, resilient, and beautiful life tapestry too.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			The long flight from the place I had never left before exhausted me. The farther away I moved from home, the farther away I moved from my identity.

			That part came as a surprise. Before I left Beijing, my logical mind mulled over details about how life would be different in San Francisco. I thought mostly of language and culture. I didn’t anticipate how different everything else would be too: the powerful scent of pine trees, the city sounds, the crazy hilly streets, the wildly high prices, and the free-spirited way people lived and smoked marijuana. In my first few hours on American soil, these differences overwhelmed me. A sense of uncertainty mixed with fear of the unknown and drove home the feeling that I was an alien—not just from another country but from another planet.

			Searching the crowded airline terminal through the melting pot of diverse faces, I held my breath until I spotted Wei, my husband of six months, waiting at the bottom of a long escalator. We’d only known each other for five days before he proposed marriage. A small informal wedding, a few short weeks together, and I had taken him to the airport for a flight to San Francisco where he would attend law school. I planned to take a few months to settle my business and personal affairs in Beijing before joining him in America.

			“It will be like an adventure,” he had said.

			

			In two years, we would return to Beijing. He would get a job at a law firm or maybe start his own. But two years seemed like a lifetime in that moment, gazing down the escalator at a virtual stranger.

			At the age of twenty-six, I had never traveled outside of China, had never been married before, and spoke only two English phrases: “hello” and “nice to meet you.” When I headed for San Francisco, I left a string of small but successful business ventures behind. I left my vibrant social life behind. I left my parents and brother behind too. Without realizing it, I also left my independence behind. Overnight I became two years old again. I had to communicate with my hands, pointing and gesturing as I struggled to get my message across.

			My new husband smiled broadly as I stepped off the escalator and met me with a hug. I hoped his presence would relieve some of my anxiety, but it had little effect. His roommate, Patrick, shook my hand and gave me a polite hug. They led me to the baggage carousel, talking and laughing in English as I silently followed behind.

			Is this how it’s going to be? Left out of every conversation?

			My new reality quickly set in.

			From the back seat of Patrick’s car, I stared out the window at the midnight sky. Even the flicker of moonlight on waves in the San Francisco Bay seemed different from anything I’d seen before. When Patrick pulled the car into a spot along the street in front of a three-story row house, newness tumbled into anxiety, and my heart sank. I had hoped that making it safely from China to the apartment we were sharing with Patrick and his wife would give me a sense of relief. No such luck.

			My breathing grew shallow as we climbed the narrow staircase to the second floor. Patrick’s wife, Sebrina, was also an immigrant. She came from France. She greeted me with a sincere hug and led me to our room. I honestly didn’t even look around the apartment.

			My husband and I said our good nights. It was already after one a.m. local time, but just four p.m. in my Chinese body. When my husband turned out the bedside light, my eyes remained wide open as my heart raced. It would be a long night.

			

			#

			A salty, meaty smell worked its way under the door of the small bed we shared in the room of that second-floor apartment.

			“What is that?” I sat up abruptly to find myself alone. I shuffled to the kitchen, trying to shake off the jet lag that fogged my brain. Wei had already dressed for class and stood there with Patrick and Sebrina.

			“What are you cooking?” I asked in Mandarin, the only language I knew.

			Wei greeted me with a smile. “Bacon and eggs.”

			In my village, we would slaughter a pig or goat once a year to celebrate Chinese New Year, but never on a random weekday, and never for breakfast. It was so foreign to think of eating meat with no sign of the noodles, dumplings, or steamed buns my stomach was accustomed to.

			Welcome to Day One, I thought.

			In the few minutes before Wei rushed out with our new roommates to start his day, he explained a few things to me. “Press this button to turn on the TV. Here’s a key; be sure to lock the door if you go out. The market is a few blocks down the street. We’ll be back around four.”

			The door closed behind them, leaving me alone.

			“Go out? Are you crazy?” I thought out loud. I flopped my exhausted body onto the couch and surveyed the surroundings. The walls and decor were mostly bare but not unkempt. The TV was not that big, but it was bulky. In those days, TVs were deeper than they were wide.

			A cluster of Patrick and Sebrina’s framed wedding pictures hung neatly on the wall above the TV, along with vacation scenes and candid group photos of what I assumed were extended family. I pulled a hand-knitted blanket off the back of the couch and wrapped it around my shoulders. I’d never seen a blanket like that, knitted and so thick, but it offered comfort—exactly what I needed at that moment.

			Exhaustion, overwhelm, and anxiety began to cut their way through my brain fog. Never in my twenty-six years had I felt so helpless and vulnerable. The independent, rebellious, risk-taking me I had fought so hard for seemed to slip through my hands as effortlessly as the water that flowed from the kitchen faucet.

			#

			Summertime in Caolou, the remote village in the Shandong Province of China where I spent my childhood, brought with it a semi-tropical monsoon climate that made working conditions in the fields grueling, especially for a young child. My family did some crop tending in the late afternoons, but the humidity, our school, and my parents’ full-time jobs meant we mostly worked in the moonlight. The vivid glow of a full moon made midnight weeding, watering, or harvesting the cotton crop a bit easier. The melodic rustle of bushes being picked clean of the snowy white cotton bolls blended easily with my mother’s rhythmic breathing. It created the sound that will forever define harvest for me.

			My earliest memory took root at age five when I disappeared under a giant straw gathering basket that my mother strapped over my small shoulders.

			“Jing-Jing, I can hardly see you! It looks like the gathering basket is moving by itself,” Mother teased. It would not be the only time in my life that I would disappear under an engulfing shadow.

			A bout of misdiagnosed meningitis that nearly ended my life at age three gave my body the early challenge of a slow start. I had become very sick with a high fever, waking only to vomit.

			Meningitis was common at the time. So were lineups to see a doctor.

			“It’s just a virus. You can take her home.” Overwhelmed, the doctor at the local clinic moved from patient to patient as quickly as possible.

			“Is everything okay with Jing?” A family friend, a doctor who happened to be at the clinic, stopped us on our way out. Mother, holding my limp body in her arms, provided a brief explanation of my condition. While they talked, I started having a seizure-like episode.

			“Let me have a quick look at her.” Our family friend glanced at the rash on my chest and noted my overall lethargy. “She is not well. Stay right here.” He ran out of the room to get a dose of medicine and arranged for me to be moved by ambulance to the city hospital.

			After examining me, the city doctor delivered a grim diagnosis. “If she cannot wake up, there is nothing we can do.”

			Of the seven children in that hospital ward who were battling the same condition, I am the only one who survived. A miracle. I may have had some hardships as a small child, but being undersized was a gift in comparison to the other children’s fate. I think it’s where my fighter instinct was born. Somehow, I knew early in life that I had to prove myself.

			All the village kids would play so hard together, running and chasing each other. We made toys out of sticks and bags. When suppertime arrived, our parents yelled for us to come home. Our lives may have been simple, but we never felt we were missing anything. People were happy with very little.

			When harvesting finished, people took naps in the sun because they had nothing else to do. That’s how they relaxed after all the hard work was done. Outside of the harvest season, people gathered in the center of the village to have lunch and gossip and laugh. Most of the villagers had simple ambitions: working the fields by day, a full belly at night.

			Winter months were always harsh and unforgiving, especially in our small village where resources like food were scarce. We often had to rely on our wit and imagination to survive. I vividly remember the luxury of acquiring a basket of yellow apples during the winter months. What an irresistible aroma those yellow apples had, a distinct fragrance that filled the room, so pleasant that it made me salivate. The flesh of the yellow apple was crisp, sweet, and juicy, every bite a burst of flavor in my mouth. Yellow apples were rare. We could only enjoy them during special occasions like the Chinese New Year, the Lunar Festival, or when we had guests over. No wonder we savored every single bite!

			Mother would place the yellow apples in a small basket and carefully wrap them in red paper to present them as gifts. The presentation of these yellow apples was as important as their taste. Those gifts of yellow apples contributed to our family’s status. Our tiny village consisted of about three hundred people living in simple houses with dirt floors, no electricity, and a hole in our yards that served as our toilets. Even though we lived like they did, people in the village considered us a rich and highly respected family. My mother was a schoolteacher, and my father worked for the government. Their jobs put us in the working class with stable salaries.

			Father spent a lot of time away, so child-rearing and crop tending fell almost entirely on my mother’s shoulders. Her parents had arranged and sanctioned their marriage. They believed my mother would benefit from belonging to the working class through my father’s societal stature.

			In those days, China frowned upon entrepreneurship. My maternal grandfather ran a small manufacturing business making and bottling vinegar. My father served the country by working for the government. Marrying him meant Mother would share in his favorable status. Her parents allowed her to complete high school, but their decision for her to marry dashed any dreams of bigger things. She kept her resentment neatly tucked away, but it never left.

			I have no doubt her resentment sometimes enhanced the fury of the frequent spankings delivered to my backside. Mother joked that hitting my butt wouldn’t cause injuries. She didn’t handle her anger well, but she did her best. She drew upon her capacity for hard work and always strove to improve.

			Our Chinese family tucked love away. We lived a good life, but showing affection wasn’t part of the culture. As an adult, I always wanted to break that barrier between my parents and I, to hug and love them more. But I still find it stressful to talk with Mother and often find an excuse to hang up the phone to avoid any awkward attempts at “I love you.”

			#

			Do you remember your first serious dream? A bike merchant unknowingly inspired mine at the tender age of six. He drove the Chinese equivalent of an ice cream truck, riding his bicycle along the fields at dusk and ringing the bell attached to the handlebars. A long tail-like plume of dust rose up behind him, taking on an eerie glow in the fading sunlight. A large box strapped to the back of the bike held sweet icy treats we called ice cubes. Mostly made of ice with some sugar and flavoring, we thought they were a taste of heaven. They worked magic on our parched, dirt-rimmed mouths. That bell made all the kids in the village drop their baskets and run to meet him. Mother rarely gave me money to get one, even though we were “rich.”

			“Frivolous spending is bad,” she would lecture my little brother and me.

			Frustrated by my situation, my little brain started churning. If only I had my own money, I could get all the ice cubes I want! And right there, on a blistering summer evening in a cotton field on the outskirts of a remote village in Shangdong Province, an entrepreneur was born. I didn’t know that word yet, or that my fierce independence had been set ablaze with no chance of turning back.

			It’s funny to me to think about how my independence blossomed so early. I often wonder about the exasperation my poor mother must have endured raising “Little Jing,” as I was known, the only wild child in the village. These days, I would be labeled as a spirited child. Mother was never that politically correct.

			On my daily walk to school, I would pass by a small masonry factory near the village center, a large one-story building that housed a kiln to bake bricks. A row of large doorways lined one side. Finished bricks were stacked in those doorways, waiting to be loaded onto a flatbed truck for delivery to a building site. Villagers lined up to load the bricks, a welcomed source of income for many. Carrying the bricks by hand to the flatbed truck earned them a fen, similar to a penny, for each brick they loaded.

			I’d never paid much attention to that line and the masonry truck—until the yearning for unlimited ice cubes struck. My six-year-old brain shifted perspective.

			If they can get paid for loading bricks, why not me? I can carry bricks!

			I always tried to overcome my size issue of being deemed too small. I wanted to do my part and prove I could do it well. It was the first time the thread of independence appeared, making a very public appearance as I got in line with the adults. I was unaware of its significance at the time and had no idea about what to do with a thread that would add so much texture to my life’s tapestry.

			I was small, but quick, making twice as many trips as the adults could, which annoyed some of them. I, however, felt overjoyed as the fen piled up in my pocket. And I was hooked. Okay, maybe a little obsessed. What kid wouldn’t be? The independence and the freedom it gave me were intoxicating. I didn’t have to ask permission. I was the boss of me, and it felt good all the way to my toes. While my village playmates chased each other around, I made money and ate my fill of ice cubes.

			At first, Mother didn’t know about my newfound money-making endeavor. But one of the village women saw Mother at the market one morning and made a point of telling her about my antics. Then the spankings began. At least, that is my earliest recollection of getting spanked. I have no doubt Mother couldn’t hide her shock. And finding out that I was the big story in the village gossip circles only added to her fury.

			“That work is for adults! You stay away!” Her sharp tone matched the sting lingering on my backside. The sense of embarrassment she felt knowing her child took income from adults was lost on me.

			What’s the big deal? I wondered.

			As my independence blossomed, Mother knew only one response in her effort to control me. In our house, her form of discipline was just that: discipline. I think she wanted to beat the stubbornness out of me, but physical discipline only deepened my resolve. More importantly, the thread of entrepreneurship that had poked out a bit too early was tucked away.

			Mother and I butted heads often because I always argued my point. The intensity of the beatings increased with my age and obstinate attitude. Mother’s bitterness about her prearranged marriage also contributed. She remained stuck in the village while her brothers and sisters went to the city, pursuing the lives they desired. Mother felt trapped, and her anger simmered just below the surface. Unfortunately, therapy was unheard of back then, but she did her best with the knowledge she had to help me grow up as “normal” as possible.

			Father supported her childrearing choices but work often kept him away, leaving my management to her. “I’m going to live long enough to see you regret this!” he often remarked about my stubbornness and choices.

			We didn’t have conversations during my childhood; he just gave me his opinion. That resulted in a weak relationship between us.

			My brother, younger by three years, was the smart one. The good child. He had a totally different personality from me. Shy, he often hid when visitors came to our house. He proved much better at listening and following the rules, and I don’t think he ever received a spanking. He would apologize immediately if he got into trouble, but not me. I was the black sheep in the family.

			My relationship with my grandma provided a safe space to be myself; she withheld her opinions about my rebellious spirit. I was in awe of her. On our humble dirt floor, my grandma took center stage with her wooden loom. Employing the ancient Chinese method, one that has remained unchanged through centuries, her seasoned hands transformed raw cotton into fabric. With every twist and turn, her fingers danced, weaving stories, not just cloth. She told tales of our ancestors, how their attire was made with immense love and patience, and how each thread echoed the spirit of the land and the diligence of its people.

			As a little girl, I found those weaving sessions mesmerizing. It wasn’t just about the art of creating fabric but delving deep into its very essence. To me, it was pure art, rooted in tradition, emotion, and memory. I used to sneak onto the loom and try to use it, messing up my grandma’s work in the process. The sound of the weave on the wood and the image of her petite feet pushing the pedals was forever imprinted in my mind. That loom was more than just a tool; it was the key that would eventually unlock my dreams for the future.

			

			#

			My rebellious and independent spirit blossomed during my childhood. It didn’t take long for it to feel threatened during my first week in San Francisco. Our first significant marital spat was heating up, and I could feel an explosion coming on.

			Before my arrival, Wei and Patrick had responded on my behalf to a newspaper ad by a young couple seeking a nanny for their soon-to-be-born baby.

			“I don’t know how to take care of a baby!” I protested.

			But my companion visa prohibited me from getting paid, and we didn’t have much money, so Wei and Patrick had arranged for us to live in the couple’s in-law apartment in exchange for my childcare services. I thought the arrangement was fair, but my lack of English kept me out of the decision-making, which didn’t sit well with my fierce independence. It made me feel 100 percent dependent on Wei, like a kid who needed her parents’ help to get that first job.

			Wei didn’t force me to take the nanny job. I knew it made good sense, and it offered a good opportunity to learn about the culture, but caring for the baby really worried me.

			Back in Beijing, I had more money than Wei. I remember telling him, “It’s okay. If this doesn’t work, you still have me.” I always felt my money would allow us to live comfortably. The lack of income put me in a position of weakness. I didn’t like it.

			Disagreements and tension were rare in our young marriage, but Patrick and Sebrina knew something was up one night when I failed to muffle my frustration in our tiny corner bedroom. It’s easy to identify anger in any language. Wei wanted me to learn American culture. He thought being a nanny was a good way for me to interact with real America and learn English. Although the idea made sense, the responsibility that came with it filled me with anxiety. I had no ability to express my sense of weakness to him. I felt hopeless and helpless at the same time, and that made me angry It created an awkward moment for us.

			

			To make matters worse, homesickness fueled my anxiety. The arrival of the year 2000 ushered in the twenty-first century. Watching the world celebrate on TV, I felt so alone without my friends and the vibrant social life I had enjoyed back in Beijing. I imagined them all out partying.

			“I need to be alone. I’m going out for a walk,” I snapped, grabbing the key and striding toward the door—even though it was after ten p.m.

			With my tomboy ways still intact, I jumped down three or four stairs at a time until I reached the ground floor and burst through the front entry of our apartment building. The night air felt noticeably cooler than daytime. Wind scooped salty ocean air off the San Francisco Bay and spread it up the hillside into our predominantly white neighborhood. I bolted at first, sprinting up the steep incline of the empty sidewalk, seeking some release from the anxiety and frustration consuming me.

			I loved playing sports in high school. A growth spurt in my early teens eliminated the disadvantage of my previously undersized body. Athletic abilities blossomed in my slender new five-foot, eight-inch frame. Competition and the thrill of a win were like rocket fuel for me. But as I ran up that steep San Francisco sidewalk, my stomach did a flip the same way it had back at school when I threw up after a 5000-meter race. I hated running back then, but I wanted to win, to beat my competitors to the finish line. This time, I wanted to win by outrunning my frustration. I didn’t care who saw me or what I looked like; I just needed to escape. That harvest-gathering basket from my childhood paled in comparison to the shadow engulfing me now.

			Reaching the crest of the hill, I bent over breathing hard, fighting the urge to puke, and realizing just how out of shape I had become. I didn’t know where I was going; I just walked into the night. Very dangerous for a noticeably tall Asian woman who could only speak a few basic words in English, but there I was.

			Only a few days earlier, Wei and I became separated on the jam-packed subway train, and I got off at the wrong stop. He had to come back to get me. Bursting with fear and anxiety, I stood like a stone on the platform, waiting to be rescued.

			

			But that night, I walked on.

			The affluent Buena Vista neighborhood was quiet at that hour with only the occasional car making its way to a place called home. As I walked, the fury began clearing from my eyes and mind. I looked through glowing windows as I passed. Lamps on side tables filled the window frames with light, filtered by sheer draperies and casting a warmth I could almost feel. It was home for someone; it just wasn’t home for me. I felt empty and alone. If I disappeared, no one would even notice.

			Never in my young life had I felt so isolated. I didn’t know who I was anymore. The only person I had to rely on was Wei. He didn’t understand my growing anxiety over the loss of my identity and independence. He spoke English better than I did; he’d been here for six months, and he came to the US with a clear purpose. His immigrant experience unfolded in a very different way from mine.

			As my emotions settled, I began to contemplate my situation. At that moment, in this foreign country, I had nothing. I had boldly embraced our international move the same way I had previously embraced my move from Caolou to Beijing for a job. I always loved the feeling of risk-taking. I didn’t thoroughly think through a risk, I just took it. I loved the goosebumps that rose from a new idea, the thrill, and the adventure. Though the reality checks were often hard, I just kept on going. But in San Francisco, I had no financial independence or a place of my own to live.
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