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Water Rising in the Dark

Those gradually intensifying days felt like water slowly gathering in the dark. It
wasn’t visible, yet it kept rising. Even later, Abi couldn’t quite explain where the force

came from that kept pushing her forward.

She hadn’t been someone with clear goals since childhood, nor did she have a
defined long-term plan. After arriving in Shenzhen, she felt carried along by time
itself, moving from one day to the next, rarely pausing to think. She only sensed that

if she stopped, the city might leave her behind.

At first, she placed her hopes in learning English. At the time, English felt like a
door. Many believed that once you opened it, life would reveal a different possibility.
She chose to believe that too. To seize even the smallest chance, she spent hours
each day studying and looking for opportunities to speak. But after a while, she
began to realize that English might take you farther, yet it rarely helped you stand

firm right away.

Shenzhen was straightforward. When it came to jobs, no one asked about your
dreams—only what you could do now. Apart from some basic drawing skills, she had
little else to offer. Meanwhile, change was already underway around her. Work once

done by hand was shifting to computers, and she knew almost nothing about them.

Computer training ads filled the streets—basic skills, system installation, office
software, graphic design. One day, she paused outside a training centre. Through the
glass, she saw rows of glowing screens and young people sitting quietly, eyes fixed,
fingers moving across keyboards. Their focus felt so complete that it seemed they

were in another world.

She stood there for a moment, then walked in and signed up.



Classes began quickly. The teacher adjusted lessons to each student’s level.
She started from the basics—turning a computer on and off, typing, managing files.
What was natural to others required trial and error for her. If she couldn’t remember

a step, she repeated it until it became familiar.

The computers were outdated, the software limited. At first, she approached
them with curiosity, watching others work, with little sense of what lay beneath the

screen.

That changed by accident. One day, the student next to her, Afang, knocked
loose the side panel of a computer case. The sealed interior was suddenly exposed —
motherboard, cables, slots, all in view. In that moment, the computer stopped being
just a screen. It became something physical, something that could be taken apart and

understood.

Afang said nothing. After a brief look around, she began to remove the
components one by one, then carefully put them back and tested the machine. Her
movements were tentative but focused, more like someone learning a craft than

performing a simple task.

Before long, she had taught herself to assemble computers. She invited Abi to
Huagiangbei computer market, where they moved from one narrow counter to
another, comparing CPUs, motherboards, and hard drives, bargaining over prices.
The crowded aisles, stacked parts, and restless energy formed a scene distinctive to

that time.

Each time they successfully assembled a computer and saw it power on, they
felt a clear sense of excitement—a result that could be confirmed. At one point, they

even considered opening a training class together.



But Abi never fully committed to hardware. Over time, she felt it was relatively
fixed—once learned, there wasn’t much room to change. She was more drawn to

things that allowed expression: images, shapes, visual form.

So, she shifted her focus to graphic software. When she first encountered
AutoCAD, she struggled. Lines, coordinates, and layers overlapped on the screen
without forming a clear structure. She followed the teacher’s steps but was often a
bit behind, sometimes losing the pace entirely. Still, she didn’t stop. She wrote
everything down and practiced again and again. A single drawing might be redone

several times—if one detail was off, she would start over.

Photoshop was different. Images, colours, and effects changed with every step.
At first, she simply followed instructions. Gradually, she began to understand the
logic behind them. When an ordinary image transformed under her hands, she felt a

quiet, hard-to-define satisfaction.

Many of the people studying these programs had backgrounds in art. Some
came from fine arts colleges, others were already working in design. She met people
with similar interests. After class, they talked about hand drawing versus digital tools

and shared their work experiences.

Through these conversations, directions that had once been vague began to
take shape. As she grew more familiar with both hardware and software, she started

to reassess her own abilities.

English, basic computing, design software—none of these, on their own,
formed a complete system. They seemed scattered. But as they accumulated,

something was slowly changing, even if it wasn’t obvious at the time.



Eventually, she started looking for work in digital drawing. Before long, she
found a position at a design company. Her life shifted pace once again. There was no

clear endpoint to the job—she simply learned as she went.

Many things are hard to understand while they are happening. Those scattered
efforts may seem unrelated, like water quietly gathering in the dark. The level rises
slowly, unnoticed. And one day, it is enough to carry a boat—enough for a person to

move beyond where they once stood.



