Three
They came about three days later. 
It turned out that Mr. Zhang had been misinformed; in actuality, there were three contributors. Of all the joy that day brought to me and the village, there was only one man that would remain permanently ingrained in my memory. 
Even so, I don't remember his name.
He had thick, rectangular glasses, and a tall-bridged nose. He looked very young for a man of forty, although I had one theory why this was so. 
"Laughter is the best foundation of youth," Mother used to say. That was one thing I bet nobody would forget about this man. 
He was born to laugh. 
It created an atmosphere of joy. Well, that was an understatement. It increased the joy that was already present; nobody in the village usually received presents at all, although when they did, they would never be this exquisite. Even the Fat Pig was having fun, although he was playing by himself. 
Although Mr. Zhang was the person who inspired this contribution, the nameless man that I would remember forever was the one who first handed it to me. 
He handed me my future, my destiny, and as I would find out later, a new English name. 
He handed me a ping-pong paddle.
It was a real, official ping-pong paddle, with the traditional wooden handle and structure, with red and black rubber faces on the front and back sides. I'd seen ping-pong games on TV once, and the athletes, poised in some intense, hunched position, arms flashing back and forth in a speed so fast it was simply a blur. As I cocked my head to remember the memory in more refined detail, I noted the things that were missing. The professional way the athletes moved, and the way the huge crowd cheered for them...it never ceased to put me in awe. To live in a life like that, to have some kind of purpose for living, and for the whole world, or even some of it, to support you in that, to not have to worry about dropping into the wide-open trap of poverty, not being able to feed your family well, or the day when you'll have to face the world alone...
It was Heaven on Earth, for all I knew. 
With the ping-pong paddle came a small, light, orange ping-pong ball. The paddle made me felt whole, as if I was missing something my whole life, and finally it'd been filled. It was enough for me, a ball and a paddle. What more could you ask for? I felt a huge, genuine smile spread automatically across my face. The man smiled for a bit; there was pity in his eyes. He reached back for it, and for a split second of pure horror I thought he was going to take it back from me. Then I realized he was going to demonstrate how to use it. Although I already had an idea of how it went, I watched patiently anyways, impatient for the fitting feel of the paddle in my hand and the smooth ball in the other. He bounced the ball on the flat surface of the paddle, which was parallel to the floor. I watched the smiling eyes behind the glasses move up and down, concentrating on the fluid motion of the ball. He reached thirty-two before he stopped, just as smoothly flipping his paddle away and catching the ball in his hand deftly before it fell to the ground. If he was an average player, what wonders could the professionals work? 
He noticed my amazed expression, and with some noticeable flattery, declared, "You know what, Mary? (Cringe.) I think we should have a proper ping-pong game demonstration so you'll all know how to use these paddles." 
I flinched when he said my English name, as usual. I hated that name. Mary. It was much too old-fashioned and...ancient for my liking. Ugh. 
He said the second part slightly louder, with an inclination of his head towards another man, who understandingly sauntered over. The two moved the school's desks together so it formed a rectangular surface almost equivalent to the size of an official ping-pong table, and clinched some hardcover textbooks between the opening through the center of the table. They took paddles, the rubber new and shining in the glint of the afternoon sun, and hunched over a bit into playing position. 
"I'm ready."
It took one serve, a quick flick by the man who I would remember forever. And suddenly, the game was on. The men exaggeratingly played slow at first, bouncing the ball higher, and simpler, so we all could see how the orange ball (despite the slow speed, still a blur) bounced in perfect rhythm before they hit it to the other side again. Then the aggression visibly increased. The ball traveled from one side to the other so fast now, it left an orange trail behind. They were sweating, and all was deathly quiet as they saw them battle each other in the form of sport. It was so vigorous, and yet it was so beautiful, the synchronized movement, rhythmic, a musical sport. The rally went on, until finally, the man without the glasses lost. The whole class clapped, the two men flushed and handed the paddles to other people to try. I could wait no longer for the feeling...that right feeling, of the paddle in my hand. It was almost as if the paddle was made for me especially, I felt so comfortable holding it. Ping-pong was the sport for me, what I was born to play. 
Without hesitating, I barged through the crowd onto one side of the table. The (obviously) laughing man smiled and handed me the paddle. I took it immediately, weighing it in my hand. It felt so nice. I felt so nice. I wondered if I was holding it right, like how I would hold a pencil. It was as if, with this paddle in hand, I could do anything. I could conquer the world. I could conquer whoever dared to face me here. It was as if I'd been playing ping-pong for my whole life. I looked around, waiting for someone else to play. Nobody stepped up. Obviously, they didn't want to be embarrassed. Ha. Cowards. When it became obvious that nobody was going to challenge me, Mr. Zhang stepped up.
A flicker of doubt crossed my thoughts, but I swiped it away quickly.
He served first, slowly, the ball even maintained its original shape. I took a deep breath, remembering how the other two had looked like, and tried to imitate them. I felt the gentle impact of the ball on my paddle when it made contact, and hit. 
Overconfidence is bad. That's one thing I learned in that split second of that game. It caught me by surprise-how light that ball was, and I hit it much too hard, and instead of bouncing on the opposite table, it actually hit Mr. Zhang in the stomach. I looked on in horror, there was some giggling in the crowd. Mr. Zhang smiled encouragingly, and served again. I could do this...I could do this...
I hit a lot lighter this time, too light. Much too light. 
It didn't even cross the net. 
At least I understood the boundaries now. Not too hard, but not too light, although lighter than usual. The third time would be the good time. I took a deep breath and mentally prepared myself. Mr. Zhang served again, looking up at me for some more encouragement before the ball left his hand. I tensed. The right weight. It was all about the weight. 
I hit the ball, and it made it to the other side. Before I had time to relax, it was over on my side again, and with the same movement, I returned it. Good. I was getting the hang of it. The ball increased in speed, I increased in reflexes. I don't know how long I kept it up, keeping every ounce of immediate concentration on that orange smudge. I felt the rhythm, and I followed it. Bounce, hit, bounce, hit. 
It was the rhythm of my life. 
I don't know how long we rallied for, but the whole time, it was dead silence, or so it seemed; I hadn't enough concentration to notice anything outside the range of the table, the net, my paddle, and most vitally, the ball itself. Mr. Zhang even tried out a spinning ball on me, so it lurched erratic patterns when it reached my side. But me, being so caught up in my senses, reacted just as quickly. He threw at me so many strange ball patterns, some that were horribly fast, but somehow, I managed. For awhile. That ball was seemingly going hit the right side of the table, bounce, and continue that way. But no, it veered suddenly to the left, and I missed it barely; my senses had been so close. 
For a moment it was utter disbelief, then a bit of disappointment that it was over, already. I was frozen all over, and only then did I realize that I had unconsciously been hunched over also. Then, my muscles began to relax. I looked around me. Nobody was moving, breathing, even. My hand was sweating, soaking the wooden handle, as I inspected the open-mouthed crowd, which included Mr. Zhang as well. It must have been at least a minute before his open mouth cracked into a broad smile. Someone in the crowd began to clap, followed by others. For a second, I wondered why they were clapping. I had lost to Mr. Zhang. It was not a clean victory. Shrugging off the confusion, I simply stood there for awhile, trying to replay every second of what had just happened-ingrain it into my memory. Most of the students whispered to each other rapidly, eyeing me the whole time. The two men were glancing at Mr. Zhang, as if trying to communicate meaningfully without speaking. Soon, giving up, they headed over and began to speak to him excitedly in low whispers. Mr. Zhang nodded and smiled a bit, casting curious glances my way. I hoped he wouldn't keep me after. Being praised was the worst thing I was at, and it was terribly embarrassing. After awhile, Mr. Zhang dismissed the class, and everyone hurried home, excited to tell their family members about my ping-pong situation today. The two men stepped inside, for a rest, I would guess...or a talk.
Oh, no. Within five minutes, I knew, the whole village would know. I sighed and collected my books, hastily trying to leave before Mr. Zhang could catch me. I eyed the paddle lying there, isolated but beautiful, on the wooden desks that Mr. Zhang would later have to put back. I missed it already. If only I had one of my own...
"Mary?" Ugh. I turned and faced Mr. Zhang. 
He continued.
"My two friends, Mr. Wang and Mr. Kang, thought you played exceptionally well today, and have decided to give you a kind of reward; a paddle and a ball."
No. Way. Talk about dreams coming true... I was instantly aware of the paddle and ball he held in his hand. The one I had played with earlier. Excitement bubbled up inside of me, threatening to blow.
"We have five paddles, and three balls, so it would perfectly even it out, too." He handed me the ball and the paddle. Perfect, light, slender, exquisite, new. 
Mine.
I looked up to thank him, although I knew no words would ever be able to express the gratitude I felt now. I would never let these two items out of my sight. They were now my most prized possessions, with possibly one exception: one of those pictures of mom and dad together. Those photos were rare-expensive to take...but that was beside the point. I gazed at them lovingly. Life was so much more bearable. 
Mr. Zhang's eyes were concealing something-he hadn't told me everything yet. But I was in such a joyous mood, I didn't care what he was hiding. I gripped my new possessions tightly, afraid they might fall into the dirty ground. We stood there, silent, for a moment, until I said goodbye very quickly, and pranced home, eager to trial my new belongings. I heard the shuffling of feet, and knew that the other two men had come out. I felt their eyes on my back; they were watching me depart.
"Amazing," one breathed. "I've never seen such talent, ever, for a first-time player, and I teach ping-pong." I flushed red at their praise and was suddenly glad that my back was turned. That would explain their skill. 
"You think she has a chance?" Silence.
"You know what?" Someone said jokingly, although with an edge of seriousness. "We should change her English name." 
I slowed my pace. Finally, something good out of this situation.
"Why would we do that?" Mr. Zhang-I could recognize his voice. 
"They say the name you have can help what you do in the future." 
"Okay. What should we name her?" Suddenly, I felt like a pet dog.
"We should name her what she's given herself, her family, and this whole village today, through that single game of ping-pong." It was said with an air of declaration, like a toast to someone at a family dinner.
"Which would be..." There was a slight pause.
"Hope."
I repeated the name to myself a few times, and smiled. Three words slipped through my mind automatically, words that I would repeat to everyone over the next few days at school, over and over again, so they would never, ever forget it.
Call me Hope.
