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Relations and Outcomes

It had been over three years since Abi arrived in Shenzhen, yet she was still
searching, unsure where she truly belonged. With no clear direction, she simply

moved forward by instinct.

Along the way, she grew interested in a range of practical skills—learning
Cantonese to communicate, English to broaden her horizons, assembling computers,
doing graphic design, and practicing typing. What once seemed like scattered efforts

gradually became the foundation that sustained her in the city.

As her knowledge and experience grew, so did her confidence. She began
seriously considering a job related to computers—the most promising field at the

time.

One day, while wandering through Huaqgiangbei, she noticed a roadside sign:
“Printing ads, architectural blueprints, revisions, and various computer design
services—2nd floor.” The plain wording caught her attention, and she headed

upstairs.

At the entrance sat a fashionably dressed middle-aged woman, calmly sipping
tea. People came and went, all calling her “Laoban Niang ” ( Boss Lady). She seemed
at ease, familiar with everyone, efficient in her dealings. After a brief conversation,

she showed interest in Abi—she knew hardware and could draw.

“We’re actually looking to hire,” she said readily. “Come try tomorrow.”

She led Abi into the studio. Inside were several computers and a large-format

printer. Two employees were busy editing and printing; machines hummed



constantly, and the atmosphere was tense. The Laoban Niang urged them now and

then, “Hurry up—the customer will be here soon to collect the work.”

Abi noticed an empty computer in the corner. Something stirred in her—she

felt it might be a place meant for her.

The shop had few formal rules. The Laoban Niang stayed at the front, taking
orders and payments, while the actual work depended entirely on the employees. At
first, Abi only edited the blueprints, but soon she was dealing directly with

customers, even negotiating prices.

The Laoban Niang didn’t examine each job’s complexity or time required in
detail. She relied mostly on the staff’s experience and how smoothly the machines
ran. Customers would state their needs, agree on a price, then the staff would edit,
revise, and print. Simple jobs were done while customers waited; more complex ones
were picked up later. There was barely time to eat. When the printer jammed, they
fixed it. When computers slowed down, they checked them. Sometimes they
installed drivers or troubleshot issues. No one taught them—mistakes were
corrected, and lessons were learned. All their skills were built gradually through

solving problems.

After a few months, Abi became familiar with the entire workflow —taking
orders, editing, designing, and outputting prints. The initial chaos in her mind slowly
settled into order. She learned how to deal with customers, gauge their needs, and
set prices. Many blurred boundaries became clearer through repeated trial. For the

first time, she felt grounded—her skills were finally useful, and trust followed.

Gradually, regular customers increased. Some began bypassing the shop, going

directly to Abi. She would work on editing and design at home and bring them back



to print. She was rarely idle—working in the shop by day and continuing at night. The

extra effort brought additional income.

But change came quietly. The Laoban Niang noticed the shift in customers and
grew cautious. At first, it was just small reminders—when customers left, she would
say, “Come back to the shop if you need anything.” Sometimes she repeated it in
front of Abi, casually, but with a clear undertone. Later, the rules became explicit:
employees were not allowed to exchange contact information with customers or

communicate with them privately. The atmosphere in the shop tightened.

When customers sat at the computer explaining their needs, the Laoban Niang
often stood nearby, watching—partly supervising, partly drawing boundaries. Some
customers slipped business cards into drawings to leave their contact details, but

most were noticed and taken away.

The supervision grew stricter, yet it couldn’t fully stop private contact. Once, a
customer handed over drawings for revision and was about to leave. When Abi
unfolded them, she found a slip of paper with a phone number inside. Before she
could react, the boss lady stepped in, snatched the paper, and said sternly, “We have

rules here. You can’t give employees your number.”

The customer glanced at both of them, said nothing, nodded, and left with the
drawings. For a moment, the air felt still. Abi felt uneasy—the outcome had nothing

to do with her decision, yet it fell on her all the same.

Such incidents became more frequent. Customers left numbers when the
Laoban Niang wasn’t around or whispered, “Next time, I'll go directly to you.” Abi
neither initiated contact nor deliberately avoided it. At the time, she didn’t fully

understand these boundaries—she simply felt it was trust in her work.



Until one day, everything surfaced. The Laoban Niang called her aside. There
was no questioning, just a single sentence: “You can’t stay here anymore. The

customers are all going with you.”

Abi didn’t argue. She had sensed it coming. Every situation, she knew, would

eventually reach its conclusion.

She packed her belongings and left the shop. In that moment, she felt
unexpectedly light. A job dependent on others had come to an end; the days of quiet
anxiety were over. From then on, she would rely on her own skills to make a living.

The future was uncertain, but it also meant greater freedom.

There was some regret, but also relief. Once again, she found herself at a new

starting point, searching for another unknown future.

Years later, she understood: ability matters—it makes you visible and needed.
But in some environments, being needed also carries risk. Outcomes depend less on
the work itself than on relationships, rules, and position. In the end, she learned that

change is inevitable, and acceptance brings a quiet steadiness.



