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Anna had not been herself lately.

She kept hearing voices—whispers by her ear, spoken deliberately, as though meant for her alone. Because of this, she had quarreled with her parents more than once.

One day she heard her mother say, “We’ve run out of rice again. How quickly it's eaten.”

Anna immediately concluded that her mother resented her and the two children for consuming too much.

But in truth, none of that was real. Anna’s salary, though modest, was handed to her mother for safekeeping, and it was more than enough to feed the three of them.

Yet she refused to eat out of spite, which drove her mother to tears and made her speak ever more cautiously.

Sometimes her father would say,

“Look at all the schooling you’ve had—you're even a teacher! And you still don’t know the simplest things, you fool!”

Anna’s face flushed with suppressed anger.

She wanted to snap back, yet feared that arguing might endanger her father’s high blood pressure.

So she rose stiffly and marched back to her bedroom, leaving him glaring after her with a long sigh.

“Ah... this child.”

Her family believed Anna had been shaken—emotionally, mentally—by the past few years.

Anna worked as an instructor at the city’s medical college, training nurses.

Five years ago, the school hired a foreign teacher, a Frenchman named George.

At that time the offices were being renovated, and the two of them shared the same temporary workspace.

After spending long hours together, George gradually fell in love with the gentle, pure-hearted Anna.

They began preparing for marriage soon after.

Anna’s parents, seeing that their daughter had acquired something close to a “son-in-law delivered to the doorstep,” voiced no objections.

Anna had a younger brother—an unruly youth—and they had long since abandoned hope for him.

As for George, he insisted that in his culture one made decisions for oneself; parents had no say.

Not long after the wedding, Anna became pregnant and later gave birth to a daughter, Douhua.

A year ago, when Douhua turned three, Anna gave birth to a second child—a son, Douding.

Half a year ago, George’s father passed away.

His mother called from France, and George returned home for the funeral.

He never came back.

His phone was disconnected.

Anna was heartbroken and cried secretly whenever she could.
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That Friday evening, Anna’s parents took little Douhua and pushed Douding’s stroller toward the park.

Anna went to the mall to buy clothes.

As she approached an intersection on her way home, a violent gust of wind suddenly swept through—sand whipping through the air so fiercely she had to grab the handlebar of a parked motorcycle to keep from being blown over.

Her eyes half-shut, she felt the grit striking her face like needles.

With great difficulty she climbed the steps to a shop entrance.

Beneath the wide eaves, more than twenty people were already taking shelter.

Anna took out her phone and tried calling her mother—no answer.

Within a minute, the rain erupted.

Thick drops drummed furiously onto the pavement; in moments the world dissolved into a gray, trembling haze.

Water poured from the sky in sheets, as if washing everything on earth clean.

On the road, white plumes of vapor surged upward, mixing with the falling rain.

The waves of mist drove flocks of fragile, transparent creatures—splashes, bubbles, bell-shaped bursts of water—scurrying across the pavement like panicked life forms fleeing annihilation.

Along the wall, water streamed rapidly toward the intersection like cavalry galloping into battle.

A car drove past, and the details of the ground vanished instantly beneath its violent wake, the wheels slicing through the water with merciless force.

Anna’s phone rang at last.

“Anna, we’re in a shop by the east gate of the park. Don’t worry! Once the rain stops, we’ll head back.”

Anna looked at the deepening water.

A jeep was plowing through it, water rising to cover its windshield.

A man in a black raincoat on a bicycle trudged through the middle of the road, the water up to his waist.

“No—don’t move. Whatever you do, don’t move. I’m coming to get you!”

She tried to steady her voice.

The children weren’t safe. She couldn’t risk them making a mistake.

“Mom—Mom, the water is rising! We can’t get home!” Douhua cried through the phone.

“No, sweetheart, listen to Mommy. I’m on my way with umbrellas and raincoats. Don’t cry. Just stay where you are.”

The rain began to ease.

Anna’s mother called again, insisting they could walk back, but Anna firmly ordered them not to move.

She left the shop, holding her new clothes over her head, and circled down the side stairs toward the back entrance of the small parking lot.

Several security guards huddled beneath the blue plastic awning, joking as they watched the rain.

This area was right next to the gate of Anna’s housing complex.

Gritting her teeth, Anna stepped into the water.

Her foot found nothing—then touched bottom.

Water climbed past her calves.

Holding the plastic shopping bag high above her head, she waded against the current toward the sloped entrance of her building.

The garbage bins had long been washed clean.

Inside the courtyard, the water was shallow, barely covering her feet.

She wore a pair of white plastic sandals; her feet slid inside them with every step.

At last, she reached home.

Anna gathered Douhua’s raincoat and boots, two umbrellas for her parents, and a rain poncho for Douding.

She stuffed everything into a large plastic bag.

Just as she was about to leave, she remembered to change her shoes.

Only a pair of leather shoes lay on the floor.

If she wore those into the filthy water, they would be ruined.

And what if they got stuck in the mud, forcing her to walk barefoot?

What if she stepped on a nail or broken glass and bled?

What if the dirty water carried strange microbes?

What if she developed sepsis?

A sudden image flashed in her mind: Dr. Bethune, tirelessly working over a surgical table.

No—she must wear the sandals.

Her long cotton dress from earlier was soaked, so she changed into a black-green one.

The courtyard had already drained by then.

Anna called her mother again, telling her to stay put.

Night had fallen.

By the streetlights, Anna stepped down from the shop entrance and headed toward the park.

The park sat at the end of a two-lane road.

To reach it, one had to cross a major avenue now transformed into a rushing river.

Where the two roads met, a swirling fountain of black sewage gushed upward.

Anna took a few hesitant steps toward the intersection, only to find herself facing a vast expanse of black water—an ocean in the night.

Cars crept through it like enormous turtles, only their colorful roofs visible; even their wheels had disappeared beneath the flood.

She turned back.

A man was pushing a motorcycle through the water—the level reached halfway up the wheels.

Nearby, a half-submerged steel coil glinted faintly.

This path must be safe, Anna told herself.

No drainage holes. No sudden pits.

She followed the man’s route, wading across the road.

The hem of her dress soaked up the filthy water and grew heavy.

Her sandals slipped beneath her feet.

She regretted not changing shoes.

But she made it across.

Under the shop eaves, crowds huddled from the rain.

Anna climbed the steps, weaving through the people as water from the roof pounded against her umbrella, making her arm tremble.

She walked up and down the steps, past rows of onlookers, drawing closer to the park entrance.

Ahead, the water deepened—almost level with the highest step.

About a hundred meters from the park gate, Anna stopped.

The way forward dipped into a low-lying neighborhood.

The old houses there sat directly in the floodwater, with no high steps to cling to.

She called her mother.

They were still waiting at the shop near the gate.

Anna took a deep breath and stretched her right foot downward.

Her sandal slipped off.

Her body lurched.

She managed to avoid twisting her ankle—but fell straight into the black water.

Filthy liquid surged up her legs.

The stench punched into her nose.

Her face hovered less than ten centimeters above the water.

Half her skirt was soaked, dragging against her thighs like a weight.

The knee-deep water made her feel unsteady, as though she might float away.

Instinctively, she looked around for help.

Behind her, people under the eaves watched in silence.

A bald man in a white undershirt at the pharmacy entrance stared at her without expression.

Their eyes were like those of spectators watching an animal bleed out on the slaughter table.

A chill pierced her to the bone.

Anna lifted her head and gave them a radiant smile.

Then she rose—stiffly, proudly—one shoe lost, the other kicked off deliberately.

Barefoot in the foul water, holding a heavy plastic bag in one hand and an umbrella in the other, she walked forward like a king wading through his kingdom.

Moments later, she appeared before her astonished parents.
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From that day on, the once–simple-minded, almost naïvely innocent Anna became startlingly perceptive.

Things she had never understood before—even when people stated them plainly—now seemed to carry hidden meanings.

Even when others had no such intentions, she could sense barbs, insinuations, and secret hostility.

One day in class, a female student wore a shirt with a slogan printed across her chest in bold white letters:
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