Two
I still remember how life seemed so blunt and awful the days that followed. I would wake up from some kind of dreary sleep, and see the sullen and grieving faces of Grandma and Grandpa. Then I would remember. I would remember everything. Life can be so unfair, how it only chooses for you to remember with most clarity the worst things that have happened to you. I hated the world, then. I hated that pillar. I hated the rain. I hated the ground. I hated the taxi driver. I hated the taxi itself. Then I would close my eyes and will myself to go back to sleep. Forever, if that was possible. "It is possible," I would think. "It's called death." But then when I thought about it, I didn't want to die. Life was horrible, but I didn't want to leave it. Mom and Dad wouldn't have wanted me to. 
Mom and Dad. 
The two people who had taken care of me for my whole life, provided me with the things I needed in order to survive. Then there they had to go, so close to home, so close to survival. So close. They could have been here, right now, right here, next to me, comforting me and stroking my head like they always did when I was sick with something. But they weren't. Reality seemed so cruel, so harsh, that I would just want to hide in my bed for the rest of the day. I didn't think about what would happen, now that Mom and Dad were gone. I didn't think about my future at all-life had no meaning anymore. I wanted to live without living, or die without dying. I don't really know what did it, what broke me from this spell I was bound to.
I guess it was the way Grandma and Grandpa moved. For the first time in my life, I thought of them, at least Grandpa, as incapable, so weak and helpless. I barely saw them eat, probably because I was in such a terrible state, not awake nor asleep, but stuck somewhere in between. But that was one of those rare days that I decided to stay awake, because I was so bleary and unfocused, it can't possibly do me any more harm. I wonder how long I'd stayed in bed like that. Three days? A week? If one stays too long in bed, they lose sense in everything. What day it was, what time it was, even how old I was. I wondered why I wasn't hungry. I'd seen on TV how a man had "miraculously" survived five days without food. If I was more than halfway through that time period, then why wasn't I suffering from hunger? I'd also noticed how I wasn't as poignant anymore. Then again, I wasn't anything. I felt nothing emotionally and barely was aware what I was doing. It was as if my conscious had shut down, giving up their job to the subconscious that lay beneath. But the frail way Grandma moved, the sullen and vacant way Grandpa stared at a fixated place. The table, a space on the wall, the window...
I suddenly realized that I couldn't stay in bed anymore. 
I helped nobody by doing what I was doing, only adding to the burden. It was clear that I was the only one in any able condition to fix this place back into shape. Never mind the fact that I was only twelve, never mind that my parents had just died. The future of this family rested on my shoulders, and I would just have to carry along. 
This was reality. Reality was cruel. And I would have to face it.
Maybe this was how my life was supposed to be. Hard, cruel, full of sorrow. Maybe. I would need a solid path to follow now. Despite its hardships, I would have to follow it. For Grandma and Grandpa. For me. With this in mind, I pushed through that mental barrier that had ever so thickened over the past few days, much to the surprise of Grandma and Grandpa, rose from my bed, and stumbled into the kitchen to try and prepare my first meal. 
It was very cold. And I was very weak.
Those are two significant details I remember. I stumbled into the kitchen, then tried to set things up like mother used to do so nimbly, with such fluid movements. But my hands seemed to betray me, and my head was woozy. I guess you lose your sense of coordination to sleep, too. I can't tell you how many deep breathes I had to take, how much self-control it took not just to stumble back to that soft bed, my sanctuary. I'd decided to face reality, and it decided to face me. But now, it didn't seem like it was playing fair. I picked up the pan again, then tried to light the ancient stone stove that we owned, only to get oil all over my clothes. What I was doing with oil in my hands, I'll never know. There was a soft laugh that came behind me, and there was Grandma, leaning against the cold wall, her eyes, for once, actually filled with that light again. That feeling of relief was overpowering, that reassuring look that reminded you how you were not alone, no matter how much you felt you were. Then we started to laugh. It started out as a small giggle, but soon, the whole hut was filled with sweet laughter, and even Grandpa was joining in. I almost had forgotten his raspy chuckle. Almost. 
The sound of laughter was all the rejuvenation I needed to get me back to sense. Things seemed to look up again, the sun seemed to shine brighter, the sky seemed bluer. Grandma began to teach me how to cook. Slowly by slowly, I was returning to that life that I had long abandoned, trying to become again, that lively, witty girl I was three days ago. Grandma and Grandpa were there to help me, and I was here to help them. Life was getting better, almost normal again. 
Almost.

***
It wasn't long before I was recovered enough to return to school. But then again, in a small village like ours, everyone knew about my absence, and the explanation behind it. Besides, we have a one-room concrete walled school, with one teacher teaching almost fifty children. Twenty of those children were occupied by some of the orphanage in the city. The other thirty came from abroad the Shanghai countryside, for it stretched such a distance, most of the children had to walk about two hours to get there. 
I was one of those children.
Those from the rich cities might pity those us who have to walk such a long way, but actually, it isn't that tiresome. I look forward to it each day, actually, although it is horrible to have to wake up at such an early time. The sky is beautiful in the morning, not the pitch black gloom of night, but like the preceding birth of the light of day. It's a fiery crimson color, streaked with waves of yellow as the sun peeked out behind the jagged mountains in the background. It was a time of silence, as I traversed over the flat rocks that formed a foot-bridge across the river, or hiked the pathless grass road over a hill. I was able to think better here, set my thoughts free. You could see the whole village from the school, because it was built atop a pretty tall hill. It's great there, the air is so fresh and cold, it's as if you've taken one step closer to heaven yourself. You can see across most of the village from there, and although it's one tiresome hike to the top of that hill, it is a beautiful sight. The view of the real China, not the kind known to so many across the world, especially with modern Shanghai's huge business buildings and malls. It's all I've ever lived in, where I've grown up all my life. 
It was home. 
The school building was about two times wider than my house and three times longer, so in a village like ours, it was considered a mansion. The wooden desks in the school were very battered, and you had to be careful to sit only near the front of your seat, or your weight might cause it to collapse. The top of my desk had been carved into by bored students, with names or faces or hearts. This tended to be a horrible disadvantage for me, especially when trying to write a paper, the pencil would trip into one of the dents ever so often, therefore ruining my paper with dents and blotches. Then again, these desks and chairs had survived decades of usage. My parents had gone to the same school as me as well, and the school was not nearly rich enough to purchase over fifty new desks and chairs for use. I was good at school, mainly because, unlike the other students, I actually listened to what the teacher was saying. The schoolwork wasn't hard, thank goodness for me, I had my father's brain and my mother's negotiating skills. I passed every test, handed in my homework on time. But now, I returned to school with a new light. If I was going to support my family, and bring Grandma and Grandpa into better conditions, I would have to have good education. I listened to every word, deciphered every sentence, analyzed every paragraph, trying to ingrain everything into my memory. Things were still easy, assignments simple, although I wondered if schools were like this all over the world. To my right, was Mr. Li Jing Wei's son, who was sleeping with his face squashed up to the desk. It would be red when he lifted it up again. I sighed disapprovingly. Fat pig. 
I know I knew his and everyone else's names, but I wouldn't want to confuse anyone with the complexity of the usually two or three character Chinese names. As to improve our skills at other languages, we were to call each other by English names only, as English was now the language that was spreading through China like wildfire. My teacher, Mr. Zhang, was forty-seven, and also the teacher to near fifty students everyday. I often admire him and his ability to mark and grade, let alone produce worksheets for fifty, as well as the material to teach with everyday. He knew so much, I used to wonder if he'd actually travel to every corner of the world. "The Human Computer", we called him. Even the parents of the students would often walk the two hours to school simply to ask him a question. I had once been to his house, and it was amazing how many books he owned. There were two whole piles of them on the floor, ranging from history of all the Dynasties to how to make origami cranes. Whenever I saw him in the school, he was either analyzing something from one of his books, or writing something on the board. Often, he would stay after school hours to clean the classroom, or tutor a failing student. This was a teacher that didn't do his job for the sake of the pay, but for the sake of his students. He didn't assign much homework, either, and for that, the students loved him. 
Who knew that this was the teacher that would also change the course of my life...forever?
It all started about a week after the car crash. It had been strange, how quickly things were pulling together again. The sun was shining, which contributed to my good mood that day. It was PE Class at the time, Mr. Zhang standing on a ledge wall, holding out a straw basket he'd brought from home so we could play basketball. The younger kids, who have school on alternate days (we exchange days of school every other day) also joined, and everywhere came the sound of delighted laughter. The school had one ball, made of rubber, that we used for soccer and basketball, sometimes volleyball as well. But after one student smashed the window during a game, volleyball was a rare sport to play. Mr. Zhang was smiling so broadly-he was always ultimately happy whenever anyone was having fun. 
"Good shot, Liu Han! Almost! Hahahaha!" 
It was when everyone was tired and taking a break did the news casually slide in. It turned out that Mr. Zhang was friends with many people in the city, and that one of them was going to visit the countryside, and contribute to the school's meager sports supply. There were going to be new balls, a real basketball net, soccer goals...he listed the provisions with genuine glee. 
"How do you know people from the city?" one of the little girls asked, her eyes wide with wonder. 
"I used to live there, before I came here to teach." He explained, his eyes still smiling. We were all thinking the same question, and everyone knew it. 
"Why did you come here?" Someone voiced all our confusion. The spark disappeared from Mr. Zhang's eyes. 
"I needed somewhere to live, after my...my daughter died. Somewhere away from the city and all its urban lifestyles. I came here...and it was just so great. Especially teaching such great children like you...who wouldn't enjoy it?" His struggle to sound cheery was clear, although there was a detectable sheen of emotion behind it. So many people had suffered here. The cruel side of reality had affected the life of not only me, but my teacher as well. Yet he still lived his life, enjoyed it. It toughened our bond somehow, between Mr. Zhang and I...shared tragedies, shared experiences. 
Shared pain.
