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We stood looking at our shattered house; destroyed. The only remains of my city are the memories. 


“It’ll get better,” Mom had told us. 


“When,” I had asked. “Three years from now when we’re no longer here?” 


The earthquake had destroyed everything. It took our hope and our lives along with our house. 


Mom went to survey the damage.

 
“You know she’s right,” Jace, my older brother said. “Things will look up. They always do. Remember when that earthquake in Haiti hit? People from all around the globe were there to help.”


“You’re forgetting the thousands of people who died,” I told him. “Besides, we’re just a small town in California, not a third world country. Nobody cares about us.”

He shot me a look. “Don’t do this, okay? I guess now it’s time we step up and take care of ourselves. If nobody will come to help us, then maybe we need to help ourselves.”


I stood in front of our disastrous house--or what was left of it. 


“Maybe he’s right,” I said to myself. “I guess it is time to step up and take care of ourselves. It’s time to move on. We might even move forward.”


A family, the Nelsons, who lived a few blocks down still had a standing house. They opened it up as a community center. They were just one of the many families who sacrificed for the neighborhood. This was all great, except these houses were built to fit one family comfortably, not nine. 


We claimed our room in the house: the dining room. No bedrooms or any other rooms suitable for living in were vacant. 


I couldn’t hide my dismay. 


“We’re thankful for what we’re getting, right, Kate? Jace said under his breath. “We’re all safe, and have a roof over our heads for the time being. We’re still together as a family. That’s what matters.”


We were going back to our house in the evening to see what was salvageable. 


“Too depressing,” I had said. 


“Fine,” Jace remarked. “But don’t expect us to bring you anything.”


I gave in.


Depressing it was. My favorite things were crushed and ruined. It was mostly only the little things like my photo board; buried clothes intertwined with kitchen dishes; and my nail polish, the bottles cracked.


There of course were the necessities like food, shampoo and toothpaste that we put in our pile. 


I found a picture of the three of us. We were happy. This picture was taken at Christmas. None of us could’ve predicted we would be where we are now, four months later.



We filled the treasured items in laundry baskets, plastic bags and cabinet drawers.


“Okay, crew,” Mom said, indicating it was time to leave. She looked exhausted. “Let’s head out. Remember, we’re together. Some people can’t even say that.”


We walked those few blocks back to the Nelson’s house. When we got there, we found out we had a roommate. 


“I’m Emma,” she told us. “I hope it’s okay if I stay here.  Every other room was crammed with many more people than there are here.”


Mom said it’s fine that she stays here; what’s ours is hers. 


She was nice, blonde, probably early twenties. 


“I was going to school at the college not too far up the street when it happened,” she explained. “I was living on campus and when I saw that the building collapsed, I came out here looking for a place to stay. My family lives out of state.”


“Well, Emma, consider us your family for the time being,” we told her.

I slept that night on the floor, near the wall and next to the heat vent. I propped the picture of the three of us that I’d found earlier on the wall so it would be the last thing I saw before I’d fall asleep. Mom’s right, I thought. I have what matters, a family. So much more than a lot of people can say.


I was hungry the next morning when I woke up. I didn’t have dinner the night before, either. But we had very little food.


“Let’s wait til at least a little later today, then we can decide,” Mom said. “But in the meantime, we need to get a plan in place as to what we’re going to do. We can’t stay here forever.”


“We pretty much have to start from scratch,” Jace said. “But it’s not like we can build a house in a day.”


“I say we can do a lot if we just have a little help,” I concluded. 


Within the next few weeks, our town banded together, ready to help build us back up. In a way, it was difficult. Not just the manual labor, either. There was a sense of letting go that we had to face. We all had to accept that things weren’t going to be the same.  There was nothing that could change that.   We were starting over. I was proud of the effort we showed. 


Little by little some houses were rebuilt, and others repaired. Things were finally starting to look up. 


As hard as it was for our community, we held onto the hope of a new life, the only thing that remained stable. The earthquake gave us the feeling that we could do anything. We just proved it to ourselves.


Looking back on it a year later, I can’t help but remember the helplessness we felt. The feeling of desperation and uncertainty. 


But the thing I remember most is how great everything turned out to be, and the pleasure Mom and Jace got out of saying, “See? Things did look up. Told you so!”

