Life in a small village 

“We did not have TV, we had no electricity, I never saw a car or a train, or anything like that till I was 11.”

I grew up in a small mountain village in China, which was no water, no electricity. Everyday we had to go down to the hills to get water. Of course we had no TV, and no one knew who Tom Cruise was. We knew nothing but the small village, the poverty, the land, the pigs, chickens, and same people you see everyday. Sometime we were even starving.  Three meals per day could be a problem. My father was starving too when he grew up, also my mother. They starved physically, but never spiritually, that’s how one generation continued after another. That’s how they had me. Maybe the reproduction is nothing but repeating the poverty.

I still remember how excited I was when I got my first piece of candy on a New Year day when I was 9.

I remember the first time we got a radio, a small one as big as your palm, and it did not work well in the remote of the mountains. 

There were no lights in the house, we used oil lights.  We put oil into a glass and a string right in the middle, and burned it.  That’s why we called it oil light. It was very dim.  I remember how hard it was for me to read a book.  When my parents went to bed, I was trying to read under this weak light, which was lit by oil.  My father read a lot book too under that dim light for so many years when he grew up.  

I remember my parents had to across a few hills and walk in the slippery mud road for 20 miles to buy stuff in a near town that was the closest, like salt, every time they bought like 50 pounds so they did not have to go outside again for the whole year. They wore the shoes that made of dye grasses; during the wartime, Chinese red guard wore those shoes too, since the road was slippery and muddy, it’s better to walk with those shoes. Normally they put a wood frame on the back, and put salt, food, whatever it was on the fame, so it’s easy to carry. My grad-grand patents did those too. And my grandparents and my parents.  Each generation was not so different after all.  

We planted corn over the hills.  There were not much flat land there. When I was little, I used to run around and play the mud on those stairs field. Sometime, there was no harvest, because of the storm, or drought, the whole family had to live with the old bread which was spoiled for a year.  We had no choice. If you don’t want to eat those spoiled bread, you would starve, starve to death. And we wanted to live, we just wanted to live. The food and water was always a problem, food and water, that’s our

daily worries. I remember there were always arguments between my grandparents and my parents, I don’t know why. I just simply knew we’re just having a hard life. Everyone in the family had to carry the burden. Maybe because of lack of nutrition, I was very thin, I am still very thin. So do my parents and my grandparents.  My grandma is 80 years old, and she is only 70 pounds. 

This is not how this story ends, definitely not; a generation really started changing just after one opportunity. 

Of course there was no school around.  When I turned 4, I started go to a so-called school, which was the only one in the village. It was actually a small mud house, not a high concrete building that you went for school. No, not mine. You probably have seen these mud schools in Chinese movies. 

There were only a few desks and benches in the “Classroom”, and they were made with mud also.   Normally we had ten students from the age 6-14, the teacher of course was from the village or the village close, they taught the ten different age students pretty much the same thing. 

I was the youngest. I started going to the class since I was 4. Most kids there didn’t even go to class, what’s the education for anyway? No one’s life was going to change. And the parents didn’t not care either, they just want the boy grow up,  be strong and  help the family; the girl of course when you turned 12, 13, the parents will start getting you a husband. So the education was not important.  It’s not our tradition, facing the life with crisis, no parents cared if their kids knew how to read. It all did not matter. 

We did not have textbooks, we just learned whatever the teacher taught us.  Sometime I begged my father to go outside of the village to get me some books, like storybook, math, or whatever he could get. I wanted to learn. I loved to learn.  I learned how to read and write, also simple math and geography, and I knew there was a country called America, and there is a world out there greater. But I also knew that was certainly not for me.

Before I turned 11 years old, I was just a student in that dirty small mud classroom. 

My best friend, Ming was adopted to a different family as a “ Baby bride”, which means the family raised her as their son’s wife, just in case when the son grows older could not find a wife, so when the girl grows up, she will have to marry the son.  And the girl is treated as the daughter-in-law, not the daughter, even though she is adopted right after she was born.  This was very popular in the countryside of China; it still exists in some poor villages now. And Ming was one of them. She left her parents from another poor village to my village to be the family’s “Baby bride.” And she never went to school. 

I’ve never seen the outside of the world till I was 11 years old. And I never watched a movie till that age too. We did not have TV, we had no electricity, I never saw a car or a train, or anything like that till I was 11. 

Top Gun Changed my life
“I asked myself, is there a life like that? Truly fresh and exciting, full of adventure and challenge? And the answer was yes, even though I did not know the boy was Tom Cruise.”

It was almost impossible to watch movies in the countryside. No one cared about art, movies, music, everyone cared about just water and food, we just wanted to live, survive.

One day, I finally had a chance to watch a movie in another bigger richer village, which was about two hours away; it was my first time to get out of the village.  And it was an American movie, called “ Top Gun.” Someone in that village had a new born baby, and it was a boy, so they wanted to 

celebrate it. If it was a girl, of course no movies; and the whole family would not tell anyone cause it’s a shame to have a girl.  I was a girl, my parents kept me, they did not give me away. Even though my grandma was really unhappy because of that, actually two girls, I have a sister, an old sister. Sometime the whole family was so sad and frustrated cause they were worried no one would carry the family name. I think all these are ridiculous, who cares about carrying a name? Your own happiness counts the most. 

Now when I think about this, I wonder what if that family had a girl , and they would not play the movie, and I would probably never had a chance to know Tom Cruise and to see Top Gun. And my life would never be changed. How ironic it is! I hate the traditions, I hate they liked boys(they still do). So is it a coincidence or my fate  to see Top Gun? Life is  series of coincidences, but actually not, everything is linked, if not because the baby boy, it would not have the movie, and I would not want to go to the city, go to college, not even mention coming to America! How mysterious life is! Against all the odds, now I am here in a different country, the country made “Top Gun”!

Anyway, my grandpa took me to watch the movie. They were playing the movie outside between the trees, that’s the first time I saw a movie, that’s also the first time I saw a big screen like that. My heart was trembling and I could not sit still the whole time, and the story was incredible, it blew me away. 

After the movie, my mind totally got swept away, I said wow. I asked myself, is there a life like that? Truly fresh and exciting, full of adventure and challenge? And the answer was yes, even though I did not know the boy was Tom Cruise, I was just so fascinated by the story, and I wanted to be a Top Gun too!

A tornado started stirring in my whole body, I know something is going to change. Something about the boy, the young fighter  pilot made my heart beat faster. I felt boiling red current flowing into my veins, and I knew it’s him, the boy in the movie, his mind, his determination amazed me, and I started understanding and knowing that there is a power greater,  there is a world greater and there is another language out there and  another type of human looked totally different from my yellow skin. 

It was my first time to see a foreign film, the first time to see a boy with blue eyes. He was not the prettiest, but something, something about him touched me. The whole night I was thinking about the movie and when we returned to the small village, I felt like I just had a dream, I felt like I just visited another planet, how strange…how strange there is a world is full of opportunity and excitement, how strange that the sky was so huge, and how strange that you can fly a airplane upside down and someone can be Top Gun. I could not sleep. I want to be Top Gun too, the desire, the voice came from the deep of my heart and started firing. The blood was firing, my whole body was in fire, I could no longer hold back…where is that country? And who is that brave boy likes to take chance? Who is that boy dangerous? His life is full of excitement, but not mine, full of danger, but that’s life. I want to be Top Gun, I want to fly in the unlimited sky, I want to be just like him, being the best, living in the dream, and getting what I want. Cause being second is no difference from being the last. I want to be the best. I want to come to America, I want a life full of excitement, I want to take chances, I want to live my dream, I want adventure, and I can’t live a life like this  any more!

The movie made my world up side down, I started having doubts about my own life and my own world. I kept asking myself that what the hell I am doing in a small village? To waste my life or to live another life which has been repeating by every generation? What’s the meaning of my life? It got have a purpose right? A higher purpose larger than just being alive and getting married in a young age…the world is huge, and all things are possible, I can’t limit myself, I got try to have something completely different! The hopeless village life is meaningless to me even though my grandma always say that’s the way it is, that’s her fate, but not mine…I could be a Top Gun and the whole village would never be able to image. I could fly in the unlimited sky! I can do it! But my grandma said she will die without this kind of life, I asked why, she said she will not be accustomed to the world outside, she is already used to the way life is. Her life is depending on the land, the poverty, the suffering, she said she could not even survive one day in the city. I remember my parents took her to the city once after they moved to Xi’an from the village years later, she could not stand even for a hour, she said the outside of the world frightens her, so they had to take her back right way. 

And I understood. Cause she lived there all her life, she’s coming from a different society, in which she still had to do feetbinding. What is feetbinding? Well, they started wrapping a girl's feet tightly with bandages when they were three-to five-year old so as to bend the toes under, break the bones and force the back of the foot together. The purpose was to produce a tiny foot, the "golden lotus", which was three inches long and thought to be pretty and alluring, by men if course. So women could be totally controlled by men both socially and sexually.  It was just another manifestation of the male-power society. The feetbiding started Sung dynasty, which was thousand years ago. Personally I believe it was a sexual symbol for Chinese male, the Chinese men believed  women with  small feet are more sexually desirable, plus she can’t walk fast, so the butt will be lift up.  So the feetbiding was totally planned for Chinese male’s sex fetish and fantasy. This sounds ridiculous nowadays, but it indeed existed in China, and it even lasted for a thousand years. What a shame!  And my grandma did not escape from it.  She had to do it when she was 5 years old. So here my grandma, still got the small feet, which is three inches, and they were bound all her life. The feet stopped growing, all the blood, and muscle pushed together into three inches, and we call it Golden Lotus. I feel bad for her, but she was not the only one after all, thousands of thousands Chinese women in a male-controlled society never be able to escape from this  so-called tradition. Oh poor Grandma, I just hope next life you would not have to do all this. 

Feetbinding itself was not the worst, the worst part was the Chinese woman felt honored to do so, cause they believed the beauty and sexy defined by men. No one every resisted, but what could they do anyway? If that was the law, no one could rebel. Women had no power those days. But what if all the women got together against the law? Then the history will be totally different. They can’t kill all the women they were sexually relied on. If I lived in a society like that, I would do my best to not let them control my body and my mind, even though I knew the price would be high, but it’s well worthy it, we got fight for our rights. Why the feetbiding lasted for a thousand years? Cause no one ever said No about it, all the women were too weak to speak for their own rights. If on one would ever say anything about it, and it will never change. Only the child dares to say the emperor had nothing on!

So I was raised in the traditional family, nothing I can learn from but the old ridiculous culture and thoughts. I am a new woman, I can’t live under the old tradition.  I dislike what I saw and being dead poor, living an oppressed and difficult life that I may never find freedom, a life without excitement, a life was so limited. After I saw Top Gun, I asked myself, where is my future? Where is it? How can I fly in that limited world?  How can I see the blue sky? I want to see the sky and I want to fly, I want to be 

the best , I want to be a “Top Gun” !And the first step is going to high school, I want to go to a real high school, not in a mud room with five other kids in the village. 

Top Gun played a huge role in my life, I can’t image what my life would be if I did not see that movie. Of course I did not know who the actor was till a year later a girl in the dorm mentioned that magic name. And I started searching his story and history.

Anyway, after I saw Top Gun, I completely lost my mind and I started being insomniac just because the movie.  I started being skeptical about my own life in the small village. I wanted to change, but I could not tell anyone. I was afraid that they would say no. 

Soon after, My grandma found a ‘husband’ for me, so she would not have to worry when I turn 13 or 14, cause they wanted me to get married in the next years. I remember I cried very loud when they brought the boy to me, he was older than me, he was 17. I cried so loud and the whole universe was hearing. I told them No, I am only 11 years old. I started thinking life was unfair, why do I have to live a life like this? I don’t have to, do I? I can resist, I can against, I can say No, I don’t care, I want to fight with the tradition, I saw Top Gun, I saw a boy who was living his life as an adventure and what am I doing here? 

A big rainstorm came that night, the biggest storm we ever had. I locked myself in the room for three days, I did not want to talk to anyone, my grandma, my parents, none of them, I hate them. I wanted to tell them I want to be Top Gun, I am not sure if they would understand. I think my grandpa understood me, he saw the movie with me, and he always told me that I can only fly in an unlimited sky. But still, the whole family was against me. 

 I did not want to eat, drink, and my parents were afraid to death, finally they broken in and saw me lying on the floor with tears.

I told them I would rather die than marring someone I don’t even know, let a strange man take me away, that’s brutal. I kneeled down and begged my parents to let me go. I said I have to go to school, and I want to go to a school in the city. I have to do it, cause I know there is a world greater, there is a sky bluer.  I am so tried of my life in a poor small village and being ignorant all my life. What a life. I did not want to live a life like that anymore,  I wanted to change. They were shocked by my language. I said I wanted to change. I don’t want to marry that strange male…that’s just not me, and the traditions of all the generations can stop right here. That’s what I told my grandma, I could not hold my anger, for being raised in the very backward part of the world, I am the one that is going to change and shake the whole old system, I was the rebel.

 My grandma was totally mad, my parents were stuck in between.  They did not want to make my grandma angry, but they wanted to give me hope also.

Finally my father persuaded my Grandma let me try. I asked my father take me to Xi’an, a city, a big city was 5 hours away.  I said I wanted to go the best high school in the city, and I’m going to talk to them myself. My father said no more, he knew my stubbornness, he took me to Xi’an. It was the first time I sit in a bus and the first time I arrived in a big city, so many people, so many cars.  I was overwhelmed, also excited.

We found the best high school. I walked in to the president’s office, my father waited outside.  This is a man in his 50s, with gray hair and glasses. He looked kind and nice.

 “Sir, I have to go to your school cause I have to go to college, I have to… You can’t say no, you have to accept me…”

I used all my might to say those words, afterwards I could not say anything else, he looked me with strange eyes:

“Well, tell us why we have to accept you?”

“Cause you have to…cause I want to be Top Gun…”

He stared at me and had no idea what I was talking about. 

“Which middle school you go ? And what are your grades?”

“I go to the one in my village, it’s not a middle school, it’s just a room made of mud. And the teacher does give us test. But we don’t have records.”

He laughed. “ Well, we can’t accept someone who never went to official school.”

“How about elementary school?” He asked. 

“ It’s all the same, in the same room.”

“So what is it that you want? You have nothing to prove yourself…”

“You can test me, if I don’t pass, you don’t have to give me any chance …”

His eyes focused on mine, he paused for a few moments, then said: “Ok, I give you a test, if you pass, we will accept you as our new student for the coming fall semester. Otherwise you will have to go back where you came from.”

I nodded.

He gave me a piece of paper; there were about 20 questions, both sizes! And they were all math questions, I finished in twenty minutes and gave back to him.

“Hmm…” 

His eyes were widely open.  I could see something unpleasant on his face. I was worried… sweat started flowing around my body.

“Did I pass?” Finally I had the courage.

“Well, looks like you got all right.”

He seemed not believe what he saw. 

“I have to give you another test though.”

He said.

He gave me another paper with another 20 math problems. After I finished I turned in the paper. 

“Come back tomorrow, we will register you.”  

That’s all he said.

I must have got all right again! He probably would not think I would get all right. But I did. My math was very good, tell you the truth, in the math class of the village there was only one math class, you can’t learn much, I had to beg my parents to get a book from outside, so I can read, yes, I read the book, and self –taught. I was even thought about being a mathematician, but funny enough now I am an actor/ writer, which is opposite to math, one is logic and one is instinct. I am still very interested in math, and I have a great talent about it, cause all the math class in high school or college I always got A+. I always wanted to do something about it, doing some research, but I am just so occupied by my own project now, well, maybe next life. We can only focus on a few things this life; you just can’t concentrate on too many things. Otherwise you will get nothing done.

Anyway, that was Xi’an advanced high school, a famous school with great reputation; it’s almost guaranteed that you can go to college if you go to that school. And I got in in 60 minutes, without a formal middle school credential. And most important, this is the best, and this is what I wanted.

I walked out of the office with great joy, my father was still waiting outside, I told him I am in, I got accepted! I saw something really shinning in his eyes, for the first time, I saw my father dropped a strong man’s tear. And I know my life would never be the same.

