One

I always wondered what life would have been like if I wasn't born into such difficult conditions.
Sometimes when I lay in bed, I would wonder what it would feel like if I didn't have to sleep on a bed constructed simply of a thinning blanket atop a platform of wood, or if I could spend a day not having to worry about Grandma or Grandpa, or the bills we would eventually have to pay. Maybe if I didn't have to make breakfast for myself every morning, just because Grandma and Grandpa had to wake up so early, in order to keep me alive and in school at the same time. Maybe I would be happier if the chances of a better life weren't so slim. What scared me most of all, was how sometimes the truth would strike, and with a sinking heart, I would have to begin to worry again, about my future, what I was going to do once Grandma and Grandpa...left. They'd tried to talk to me about it sometimes, leaving me to strategically avoid such depressing and anxious lectures.
It was terrifying, simply imagining what it would be like to face the world alone, to face poverty at the age of twelve. Surely, I would have all the support from the village-we were like a huge family, in some ways. But no matter how close they would be, they wouldn't possess the loving qualities of family-they would still put their own troubles ahead of yours. 
I didn't want Grandma and Grandpa to die.
You didn't have to be an expert to tell that they weren't in the best condition of health right now. But then again, who would be? Nearing seventy, yet both still awaking at early dawn, lugging themselves off to another laborious day in the fields (Grandpa), or as a cooking and housekeeping maid in the city (Grandma). Even then, they still have multiple jobs to accomplish. I feel so guilty, sometimes; helpless in their presence, as all I do everyday is clean the house and cook the meals. 
Sometimes I wonder what life would have been like if Mom and Dad were still alive. I can still remember with perfect clarity the day the news came, it didn't happen much long ago. 
I was nine when it happened. It was a misty sunshine-after-the-rain kind of day; my favorite. In the further corners of Shanghai, where the countryside lived, was the only sanctuary from the growing pollution that contaminated the once-beautiful air of the town. It had rained the day before, so the atmosphere had that fresh and clean kind of smell; the smell of Nature. The dirt roads and concrete houses were still dark in some areas, from the wet of the last night's rain. The grass was weighed down with water as well, and the sky shone a brilliant blue with no clouds, only a solitary sun, obscured by its bright rays. It was such a nice day; especially for the occasion it should have held for. Mother and Father were returning from their journey to Guilin, having not so much money, barely anybody in the village had ever ridden an airplane. Train rides were the usual transportation style, but like the dreamer Mother was, it had been a lifelong goal for her, and eventually, Father subsided and worked double-shifts to get her what she wanted. Unfortunately, due to failing business, his company had to close down, the money he made only enough for a round trip to Guilin for two. Disappointed as I was, I knew what I had to do. It was Mother's dream, and Father had was the one who had worked to achieve it. I had worked no part in this, therefore it wasn't fair for me to go if we were down to bare conditions like these. Despite the long dispute we had about the attendance, I eventually won over them. I was naturally born with negotiating talents, something I'd obviously inherited from Mother. The whole village had gathered around one of the main entrances (the village was like a maze), in two lines forming a pathway, carrying self made straw pom-poms and chanting "Welcome back home" for at least forty minutes on end. Of course, nobody wanted to be caught off-guard for their grand entrance. We kept waiting for that taxi, another highlight for their trip, to arrive, that ride that cost almost ten times more money to ride in a taxi than a simple local bus. But knowing Mother, she would have wanted to make everything out of this trip. The excitement clearly showed on all the villager's faces, all except for Mr. Li Jing Wei, who was once from a family of wealth, and who had declared that he had already seen all the wonders of the world. Living in this village, we mostly just ignored him, his stubbornness never ceased to annoy someone. During this momentous occasion, he was at home, watching the TV he was so proud of. It was horribly annoying, having him as one of the only owners of a television. During a good show, everyone would crowd around his home, and just bear the cruelty of his smug look in order to watch. It was despicable, and I tried to avoid those trips as much as I could. Another lucky TV owner was Mrs. Li Ge, who recently got pregnant, therefore always closed the door when watching TV, shutting people out, in order not to attract unwanted attention. "It's not good for the baby", she would say.
That's one more thing I could think about in bed. What life would be like if we had our own TV, not having to look over someone's shoulder or into a sliver of a gap to see what was playing. Being twelve, I'm a bit short, but most of us are, due to the lack of nutrition. But who needs to eat more of their share? "I'm not hungry," I would usually say at the table during meals, forcing Grandpa and Grandma to eat so they would at least have their share of health-and not have to work in hungry stomachs. Then I would just have to endure the hours of hunger until the next meal, or sleep it off. No wonder everyone says I'm too skinny, too short, my skin is too dark. If you've ever been to China, you rarely get to see a TV for a long enough period to see the endless commercials of cream or lotion you can purchase to whiten your skin. "Useless waste of money," Grandma always muttered when she got to see one of them. "If those commercial people were any whiter, they'd look like a corpse." I would usually giggle. Anyways, back to that story I was supposedly telling. 
As you have noticed, I tend to digress. 
We all have been clapping for quite some time when we began to realize that something was not right. If you tend to look on the bright side, at least all our hands were red and warm now, in the sharp wind of fall that year. We waited for an hour and thirty minutes past when they were due to arrive. Then, we were all beginning to freeze, and the babies began to whine and cry, and slowly, they began to return to their houses. Grandma and Grandpa were, of course, so very worried. They were talking a bit too fast to each other, trying to reassure themselves, but ending up contradicting instead.
"Maybe their flight was delayed...but no, they would have called!"
"Traffic? They would have called about that, too."
Eventually, we had to return to our little house as well. It did us no good to wait too long in the freezing cold. I would have caught some disease. There was no talk in the house; it was still cold, and I draped a sweater over myself. Grandma and Grandpa simply sat on the chairs of the only table in the house-one, in fact, that was made by Grandpa himself, back when he was younger. Nobody talked. The worry was contagious, and soon, I had frightening possible outcomes that ran through my head, consisting with Mom and Dad, lots of blood, and eventually, death. 
"Please." I thought. "Please don't let it be true."
I tried to sleep, but it didn't work. You can't sleep when your parents don't show up even two hours after they should've. Then I felt remorse. How I should have appreciated them more. How I should have expressed how much I actually loved them...before it was too late. I actually cried a bit, too. 
"Silly. Silly Li Jin Hua." I scolded myself. "When they walk through that door, you'll all know how silly you've been, worrying over nothing but your wild imagination." I watched the door the whole time, I don't know how long, but it was long, waiting for any sign of movement.
The door opened, but it wasn't my parents standing there.
It was a villager, probably someone I knew, but was too worried to realize. 
"Li Hua", the villager addressed Grandfather, staring at the floor. His face wasn't stable, it kept twitching, only a vulnerable sheen to whatever true emotion he was hiding. I realized that emotion, the one that he hid behind that mask of calmness. It was grief. Horror. Fear. Pity. Sympathy. All that and more, all mixed into one. I remember how I was suddenly terrified to the pit of my stomach. It's not something that can be put into words, that feeling of impenetrable fear. It was that single moment that ingrained this whole memory so clearly into my mind. Grandma and Grandpa noticed it too, cautiously scanning his features with intense intricacy. With a surge, I remembered who it was; Mr. Zhang Hao, the husband of the pregnant Li Ge, also one of the only families with a TV. 
"Li Hua," he repeated. "I think you and your family should come see something. Hurry!" His tone became urgent, another emotion added under the twitching sheen. His lower lip trembled ever so slightly-out of fear or sorrow, I could not tell. There was a fierce sort of look in his eyes, as if he were focusing very hard on something. It wasn't a long walk to his house, although it did seem to drag. My heart was pounding so hard it began to crush my ribs. Grandma actually began to sob, Grandpa simply patting her on the back, looking ahead but not really seeing anything. I was simply scared. Scared of the truth, what dramatic effect it was going to have on my life, what pain it would cause me and the only family I had left. I was scared to the point of feeling nothing, seeing nothing, walking without really knowing where I was going, not thinking, as if I wanted to escape from life itself, go crouch in a corner, and sulk. When we arrived at the wooden door of his house, he pushed the door gently open, then headed inside.
"Li Ge, we're back," he declared softly. Mrs. Li Ge was sitting on the bed, resting on the headboard. Her evidently large front was covered by a blanket. The TV was on, and I couldn't resist turning my head to see it. Her black hair was tied into a bun, and she smiled. It wasn't a smile of happiness, merely one to replace grief and sorrow, whatever unpleasant emotion that she as well was trying to hide. 
"It's a good thing you came." She beckoned us over to the bed, and turned to the TV.
"You haven't missed it yet." Her voice was wobbly, loosely controlled. Grandma, with her head in her arms, quieted down to listen to the TV. Grandpa simply looked on. Soon, the blares of the TV was all the noise that occupied the room.
I remember thinking how warm the bed was before the news hit. 
"And now, for today's headlines, three are killed today in a mad car crash due to an accidental slip caused by yesterday's rain." It was followed by a video footage of an ambulance, and a crushed up taxi that was half-smashed up together, as it was plunged into a pillar under an overhead. 
That was all that was said about that incident. But it was enough. For me, it didn't sink in fast enough. The stunned silence was broken by a shrill wail from Grandma. She was shaking violently, sobbing out of control on the bedsheets. Li Ge looked at her in shock and sympathy, and I remember thinking how Grandma was probably ruining their bed with her tears. It was when I saw the glistening path of a tear upon Grandpa's face did the facts sink in.
Grandpa never cried. Never. No matter how bad the situation was, you would never see a teardrop, even when he yawned. 
"He's from the army. Grandpa's very strong, he suffered so many things in the army that would have broken other people, but it only made him stronger," Dad used to tell me when I was little, of Grandpa and his heroics. He had once broken his entire right arm in the army during a drill, so that it was actually completely disconnected to the rest of his body. He did not cry, he did not complain. He ran and jogged the rest of the drill, using one arm, until he reached the finish line, did he request to go to the hospital. I remember phrases of admiration from my earlier childhood. Grandpa was the steel man. Grandpa could never get hurt. He was strong. Grandpa did what was right, he didn't waste time. 
Grandpa didn't cry. 
And there I sat in utter shock, watching as tears began to more freely flow down his wrinkled and sagging cheeks. There was no expression on his face, only a hard look as he cried. The truth hit like a bullet. Phrases from the news struck me hard. 
"Two are killed...car crash...slip...rain..." Mom. Dad. Killed. 
They were dead. 
It struck me, and it struck me hard. The whole world went lopsided, seemingly to distort out of shape, before I felt my head hit something hard, go numb, then everything went black.
