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The Paradoxical Ties That Bind: Hate and Responsibility

I rarely talked about my younger sister with anyone. There was only a one-year
difference between us. If anyone were to ask about my relationship with my sister, I would
say we weren’t close. That wasn’t always the case; before high school, we were inseparable.
We immersed ourselves in different role-plays with our Barbie toys, pretending to live in pink
mansions and hosting tea parties with the pies. She was obedient and cute. Sometimes she

bought me candies to cheer me up.

We went to the same primary and secondary school, so our holidays aligned perfectly.
Every holiday, she would wake me up early at 6 am right after my parents left home for work.
Growing into teens, we stopped playing Barbies but iPads. She would find all the iPads that
my parents had hidden and shake me up, shouting in my ears. We would lay on our parents’
spacious bed and play on their iPads throughout the day, from a kitchen cooking game to
adventure games on Roblox. She would beg me to play Roblox with her, even though I

wanted to sleep or work on other things.

Towards the end of the day, she would always become very alert to the jingle of keys
at the metal gates and the door. She would quickly shout, “Hide the iPads,”, and then one of
us would be hiding the iPads back into the hiding spot, and the other one would rush to the
door and chatter nonstop with my parents to distract and stop them from walking inwards, so
there could be extra time to stash the iPads safely. Looking back, nothing seemed frantic as
we worked together so seamlessly. Everything was choreographed; we would know who was

responsible for the role for distracting and for stashing with just a glance.

When we went to study in high school, the difference between my sister and me
began to grow starker. I focused more on studying and stopped talking with her about the
game updates while she continued to immerse herself in the gaming world with her online

friends alone in her bedroom. When her only best friend in school immigrated to the UK, she



lost interest in school entirely. Her life was left “gaming” and “surviving physically”. She
slept during classes and played games until three a.m. each morning, as if the virtual world
were the only place she could find satisfaction and someone who understood her. playing for
hours. Whenever I saw her in the living room or hallway, she was almost always staring at a
screen, AirPods tucked in her ears. Soon, she could barely talk with anyone in the class, as
she had nothing in common with her classmates when they talked about cosmetics and

tutorial classes.

There was a lot I couldn’t understand or accept about her new habits, and the gap
between us widened. As our interests drifted further apart, we ran out of things to say, and
our conversations faded into an occasional word or two. Eventually, we became like
strangers sharing the same space. She had almost no one beyond the game who could truly
share her sadness or happiness. She was invited to talk with social workers, but nothing
changed. My parents later told me that, after a body check suggested by the secondary school,

she was diagnosed with bipolar disorder.

I was a bit shocked when I first heard it, but I did not treat her diagnosis as something
serious; it felt like just a label, while her habits had already been there for years, and I
couldn’t change anything, even though I was told of the diagnosis. What mattered to me was
that the diagnosis was the turning point; the love, care, and attention soon tilted towards her,
breaking the quiet balance that we once had. Even worse, the diagnosis made my parents and
me feel even more exhausted, our emotions turning raw and oversensitive, as if every small

conflict could explode into a fight or argument.

With the diagnosis, she could change moods very swiftly and unpredictably. She
would be playing games on her iPad, shouting and laughing happily during dinner because
she won a game or got some nice rewards in the game. I would hold my patience for minutes
until she screamed suddenly so loud that it pierced my ears, and I could no longer tolerate the

noise.



“Can you keep it down a little. It’s a bit loud.” My eyes briefly flicked to her iPad

with a mild reproving voice.

Her face tightened with emotions churning up in her eyes. Without a word, she pushed
her chair abruptly and brought her iPad back to her bedroom, with a sharp bang of slamming
the door. I glanced at her half-eaten rice, then at my dad, aware that he would probably hold
me responsible for disturbing the peace at the dinner table. He let out a heavy sigh, the kind
that always meant I was the problem to triggered my sister’s emotions and made her skip

dinner.

“I just asked her to keep it down a little. How’s that my fault?’

Arguments with my sister were an everyday occurrence. I hated that she neglected all
the basic manners, responsibilities of being a student and a family member, and her terrible
attitude towards others after her addiction to playing video games day and night. When I tried
to point out that, she would only reply, “You’re so annoying”. I would insist and explain that I

didn’t scold her without a reason, but was always stopped by my parents.

“I don’t get it, her bad manners, the way she talks back, the disrespect... it all comes

from how both of you indulge her.” That night, I brought it up while my sister wasn’t home.

“Her diagnosis wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t let everything slide!”

They both stayed quiet, neither of them agreeing or denying, and the silence felt like
an answer [ would never get. From that moment, it became clear they would not stand by me
or change the way they treated my sister; their bias towards her left me alone with my anger
and jealousy. So, I stopped arguing and kept my distance from my sister by talking less to her
to avoid further conflict. I lived by the principle that if I didn’t see it and didn’t care, |

wouldn’t have to feel angry or anything at all.



The semester started two weeks ago, and I was busy with my assignments, staying in
the University library till 11 pm. When I got home, the living room was shrouded with
darkness, snoring sound rumbled steadily and low from the master. Down the hall, the
laughter and shots, punctuated with rapid clicking and tapping on keyboards, hinted she was
still awake. As the environment and learning mode shifted from secondary school to
university, she slowly began to find friends. Over time, though she still clung to her gaming
habit, her condition seemed to stabilize, and her symptoms eased. Yet, this harmony had once

collapsed again one day in September this year.

It was around 10 on a Saturday morning. Muffled murmur tugged me out of sleep —
sometimes hushed, sometimes sharp, never quite clear enough to make out. My heavy eyelids
half awake, I saw my father quickly packing things into his bag with my Mother standing

next to him.

“Where are you going?”
“Your sister was about to jump again.”
“Jump? What jump?”’ I could hear something ominous.

“She is trying to jump off from the building.”

My heavy fog of sleep vanished as my eyes snapped open. I got off my bed and
wanted to ask more details from him, but he had left the flat already. I turned to my mother,

who was folding the clothes on the sofa. I couldn’t understand why she seemed so detached.

“What happened, Mom?”’

“I guess we need to tell you,” she sighed.



I was given information that she tried to jump off the building at the University on
Tuesday. Originally, the school placed her in classes with her friends to keep her in familiar
groups, believing that being with friends would help minimize triggers for her Bipolar
Disorder. However, the school system had messed up, so her classes changed to other classes
that her friends were not in. The lecturer needed them to form groups, but she was left alone
in that class, so she couldn’t handle it and ran out of the classroom to the roof of the building.
Luckily, the professor and security guards found her. Something similar happened again that

day, but my mother didn’t have many details about it.

I was stifled by the realisation that suicide was no longer a distant story but something
happening frighteningly close to me. One phone call could become a cold notice that I had
lost a family member I had lived with for over eighteen years, and I understood then that this

was not drama or a bid for attention, but something brutally real.

Are there any premonitions? How could I have never seen the signs? I saw my
mother’s hands trembling uncontrollably, realized she wasn’t indifferent or uncaring, but
distracting herself from the suffocating apprehension by folding clothes. I gently cupped her
thin, cold fingers within my palm, trying to offer some warmth and comfort. My heart

clenched and agitated, waiting for my father’s call.

“We’re in the emergency room of Kwong Hua Hospital now. She needs to stay in the
hospital. Please help me bring some clothes.” Relief washed over me when my dad’s call

finally came through at noon.

“Bring me the charger!” My sister’s voice didn’t carry the despair of someone eager

to jump off a building—it was cheerful and delighted instead.

Her suicide attempt forced me to stop avoiding and face everything directly, with guilt

seeping in. Letting down the boundaries, I decided I should go to the hospital and at least try



to understand what had driven her to such a serious point, to figure out at least a small part of

the reasons behind her decision.

I had to pass through security to get inside the ward. The security guard scrolled

through the numbers on the patient’s list and brought me to the nurse’s station.

“What is your relationship with her?”” one of the nurses walked out of the station and
asked in a soft voice, the routine question they had to ask anyone entering this special locked

room.

“I am her elder sister.” We walked towards a locked isolation room, separated from
the open ward where most patients lived in an open space. There was a small panel on the

gigantic door through which nurses could peek in.

“Okay, so I won’t lock the door until you leave. You can take your time with her.”

She took out the chain of keys from her pocket in the nursing jacket and unlocked the door.

The huge door swung open, revealing the little girl who had unsettled me all day,
playing on her iPad with the volume blaring. In this sealed room, cut off from the open ward
outside, her music crashed against the walls with nowhere else to go. Greenish-soft pads
covered every inch of the walls, with no external windows and slip-resistant floors that
differed in texture from those outside the room. There wasn’t any furniture like tables, chairs,
or cables. The poor ventilation made the air thick and heavy, while the dull amber glow from
the single bulb made the bleakness even more unbearable. Though the room was set up to

avoid a claustrophobic feeling, I felt an overwhelming sense of depression.

My sister wasn’t affected by these overwhelming emotions; instead, she shared with
me the ordeal today while I sat at the end of the bed: how she was sent to the A&E, the very
noisy uncle sitting next to him was struggling with the nurses, and she was locked in this

special room because she had attempted to jump off the building twice a week.

I had been the listener and didn’t give any judgment on anything she said. She asked

me if Mom had told me why she was sent to A&E. I said no because I don’t want her to think



that Mom was untrustworthy. She spoke slowly and quietly about the suicide process that my

mom had mentioned earlier.

“So... basically, my friends are all in other classes,” she began, eyes fixed on the front
wall.

“Last Tuesday, the lecturer told us to form groups, and I didn’t know anyone, so I was
just standing there by myself. I felt like everyone was staring at me. It was so awkward that I
slipped out of the classroom and cried all the way up the stairs to the roof. The roof felt

comfortable, the air was fresh, and it was quiet with no people.”

“I didn’t want to jump today. I was just sitting there when some security guards saw

me. They called the head professor, and that’s how I ended up here.”

She spoke in a calm voice as if she were describing an ordinary routine. I averted my
gaze and laid down on the bed, unable to hold my own. It wasn’t about avoiding her, not
really— looking into her eyes, I feared, would be like looking into the abyss of her suffering.
There was a sudden rush of emotions: fear for her, sorrow for what she was enduring, and an

almost paralyzing helplessness.

“You could share with me if you’re pressured. What could I do to help you?”

“I felt us drifting further apart as we grew older. You found a lot of good groupmates
and were with you on assignments every moment. I couldn’t even have time to play with you.

I wanted to play Roblox or Overcooked with you.”

“But I had grown up, you know that I don’t play video games anymore. Maybe we
could do a chores list. If you did some chores, I will play with you according to the points

achieved.”

“No, I don’t want that kind of scoring system. I wanted you to play simply because

you want to play with me, even if it’s five minutes on a random day.”

Thoughts scattered, making it hard to focus. I didn’t know she valued our relationship

much more than I had thought. She was perhaps hoping that playing games with me could



give us something to talk about again and pull us closer together. Yet, I was comfortable in
the relationship that we stay in our own boundaries without interfering with each other.
Moments of silence in the room—her question was outside anything I’d expected, and
honestly, I didn’t want to agree. Still, since she was in the hospital and I needed to help

stabilize her emotions. I took out my phone and installed Roblox.

“Do you want to come back home?” While waiting for the installation, I asked a
question my parents might have wanted me to ask. Yet beneath the surface, my own
uncertainty lingered. I didn’t hope that she would continue to stay in the hospital any longer.
Mentally fragile and unable to cope with social interactions among classmates, she risked
losing the chance to mend relationships and meet new groupmates and people if she stayed
isolated. The longer she escaped reality by staying hospitalized, the weaker she would
become, struggling even more with academic pressures. I fidgeted with the installation

screen, though there was nothing to confirm or type.

“Yes, of course. I had a promise with my online friends that we would play on
Monday. I don’t want to miss the lessons either. I need more than 90% attendance to pass my
classes.” We played a short game before visiting hours ended. My sister was thrilled,
shouting for her victory in the game, while my own thoughts spun chaotically with

everything she had just told me.

As I thought this unexpected circumstance would end very soon, my father had an

unexpected call from my sister on Monday morning.

“I don’t know why they’re sending me to Kwai Chung Hospital,” she said.
“What? What did you tell the doctor?” my dad asked.

“Nothing. [ honestly don’t know why they want to send me there.”

“How long will you have to stay?”

“I’m not sure... maybe about a week. I really don’t know what I said that made them
decide to send me there.” The faint, broken-up chatter from his phone on speaker from my

dad’s room.



I visited her on the second day she moved to Kwai Chung Hospital. I went there with
my piano teacher, who also taught my sister piano. I brought a bag with snowy mooncakes,

orange slices, and some toiletries.

Different from Kwong Hua Hospital, visitors could only visit the patients in a visiting
room. [ attempted to open the doorknob but couldn’t, so I knocked on the door of the visitor
room. One of the patient care assistants (PCA) inside the room opened the door with two

keys.

“Who are you visiting?”

“Fung Yuet Lai.”

“There aren’t any tables and seats now. You need to wait a while.” Through the half-
opened door, I could see the interior of the room. It was very small with only a few tables and

chairs.”

We sat on the bench outside the visitor room and chattered lightly about how my
sister went to Kwai Chung Hospital. After around 20 minutes, we heard the sharp, gritty
sound of locks being unlocked and stood up. We walked in just as one visitor was leaving the
room. The PCA led us to an empty table and asked for the name again. Then she walked to
another door opposite the one we had entered, took keys from her pockets, and shouted the

name.

The visiting room was fitted with dual windows—one set behind the other, creating a
double-layered barrier. All windows were locked, shrouded with newspapers plastered over
the glass, blocking out all sunlight and natural light. All the patients wore a hospital gown,
and some of them very thick orange coat sewn with “K.C. Hospital”. The door opened, and

my sister walked out, not shuffling or striding.



Her damp hair hung in careless tangles, wild and unkempt, as if she had just stepped
out of the bath, and the fine red veins threading through her eyes caught my attention—
evidence of recent tears tucked away deep inside as if her eyeballs had been strained from
crying. It was hard to tell whether it was a sob of relief that we had finally come, or one of

despair at the atmosphere inside the ward. I hesitated to ask.

“Hey. I brought you oranges and desserts. How are you inside?”

“Okay. Did you bring my phone or iPad?” She dismissed the food I eagerly offered to

share.

“Yeah. Are you okay?” I asked again while handing the phone to her.

“Yeah. Overall, it’s quite good.” replying to her friends from school and online games

on Discord and Instagram.

My piano teacher asked how she felt and if staying in the hospital was her choice. She
opened her mouth slightly, finally pulling her eyes away from her phone.

“Yes, emm. I guess so, I am just not sure if you want to listen to it or accept it.” She

stammered, looked at me, and looked at her dimmed phone.

“If you want some private time, | can wait by the door so you can talk to Miss

Cheung.”

“Em. No. Em.”

“Or if you don’t feel like talking now, I could talk with you when you have lessons

after staying in the hospital,” my piano teacher interrupted.

“It is okay. Yeah, I think staying in the hospital is my initial choice. At least, I don’t
need to care about anything in school, the classmates and the assignments, and the exam. It is

very chill here. I don’t need to listen to my mom and dad’s exhortation.”



“How?” I pressed for answers, wanting to understand how my parents’ urging had

strengthened her reluctance to come home.

“For example, they would scold me whenever I messed up their bed while lying on it

and playing on my iPad.”

“You really did mess up their bed—why couldn’t you just play in your own room?
Dad tidies his bedroom every morning, and you still turned their bed into a mess even though
you have a room of your own. They have limits, stop your fantasy dreams that people bend
over backward to fulfill your wishes,” The words tumbled out of my mouth, my voice rising

just a notch higher.

“It is undeniable that all of you treated me better when I was in the hospital. You even
came to visit me in the hospital. You had never even accompanied me to any of my outpatient
appointments,” she said calmly, but my eyes burned with berserk rage. I caught the piano
teacher’s gaze—her eyes flickered with shock—and I quickly stopped myself, my throat
tightening. Not wanting the outsider to see me attacking or criticizing my sister to protect my

dignity and my family’s image.

A travesty, I thought bitterly. How dare she say that? It was the first time I had ever
heard her put it into words like that. Though she would say I was annoying but she never
emotionally blackmailed me. Her words clung to me like a shadow, holding me to a truth I
wasn’t sure | wanted to face—she could manipulate my conflicted love and resentment.
Unwelcome lucidity. I questioned my feelings and the sincerity behind the actions toward
her. I had never gone to see the doctors or medical staff in the psychiatric department before
because I wanted to establish clear boundaries—we weren’t that close, and I didn’t want to

become too involved in her life.

I hated her, yes—but I still came. That meant something. Didn’t it? Was it because I
hoped that she would get well soon, so I treated her better? Or was it because of my
responsibilities as a sister to visit and look after her? Or was it because of my family’s
expectations that I should be visiting her as a member of the family? Till today, I was still

drowning in these questions, unable to find the truth in my heart.



She acted as if my parents’ love, which I cherished, meant nothing, treating us like
servants and exploiting our sympathy with constant demands. She showed no concern for
how draining it was to visit her so often, and although I wanted to challenge what she said, I

stayed silent, knowing her fragile mental state could not bear it.

I went home and dramatically told my parents what she had told me and how I
thought, but they didn’t get furious that she purposely wanted to stay in the hospital, and was

treating us like nothing.

"You need to remember her mindset is still that of a 12-year-old girl." This was the
line my dad repeated over and over in the five years after my sister’s diagnosis, a gentle
reminder to temper expectations. It was his way of making sense of her symptoms of bipolar,
of the illusions she clung to, and the way she saw the world as if she were still that child—

confused, vulnerable, and not fully aware of the realities around her.

I could never understand this. This visit further reinforced my assumptions that I
sometimes believed the diagnosis and the mentally stressed image were an illusion created by
her. The way of putting herself living in the hospital kept us tethered to her whims. It was a
way for her to gain attention and receive special care, which she successfully did this time.

All of us put down our duties and squeezed in time to visit her every day.

“I just can’t understand how she could say that,” I said.

“Luckily, we still had a normal one at home,” my mother’s helpless voice cut through

my madness, soothing me in that moment. She walked towards me and hugged me.

But I never liked how the word normal was placed on me. Why was I expected to be
normal? What would it mean if [ weren’t? These questions flooded my mind like a relentless

tide.



I didn’t visit her anymore until the day she was discharged from the hospital. I told
my parents [ was overwhelmed with university studies, a convenient excuse to hide the truth.
I wasn’t ready to face her. How should I talk with her—this fragile manipulative creature?
Continue to hold back all my madness and treat her like a princess by blindly accepting all
her unreasonable demands and permitting her to test my endurance? That didn’t feel right.
She might fully embrace the princess role and become more unruly, turning that playful

rebellion into a permanent trait, if I continued to allow the indulgence to flow.

Not visiting her might be my strongest form of resistance against her claim that “it’s
undeniable you treat me better than ever.” This provocation isn’t about exposing weakness or
love; it’s about control. I refuse to be manipulated by her, nor to become a pawn in her
emotional games. This resistance, though quietly held, is my way of reclaiming agency amid

the chaos she creates.

Two weeks soon slipped away. With the doctors’ approval that my sister was stable

enough to leave the hospital, she was allowed to return home on the following day.

“Aren’t you missing her? I miss her very much,” my father asked me that night before

she came back.

“Yeah. Of course,” I replied, grateful that [ was facing his back. If he had met my
eyes, he would have seen my struggling eyes—the weight of secrets I desperately tried to
hide. My tone remained still, but inside, every word I spoke fought against the truth I tried so
hard to hide.

I could not help but admit that jealousy gnawed at me. She could effortlessly draw
people’s love and attention as if it were second nature, while I bore the weight of
expectations and endless responsibilities. I understood their quiet hopes for me to be the
normal one, the steady presence in the home, not adding to their burdens. I buried that
twiddling jealousy or hatred deep inside—my parents didn’t need two "crazy" children to
worry about. In their eyes, being the “best girl” was my currency—my only way to earn even

a fraction of their love and approval.



Those days had been some of the most wonderful weeks of my life. There were no
annoyances or arguments with my sister—only calm and quiet moments filled with warmth. I
was beguiled by my parents’ love and care when I was home alone. The small gestures of
care that used to be reserved for her—sliced fruit appearing on my desk while I worked on
assignments, giving extra money to spend more freely when I was with friends, dinners at my
favourite restaurants—were suddenly being offered to me instead, now that she was gone
from home. I knew I should think of us as four, but part of me hoped my sister would just
disappear—that in her absence, the family might feel whole again. It was a silent wish born
from confusion and pain, that losing her might somehow make everything easier to bear. Not
only was my sister indulging in her character, but I was also inextricably bogged down in my

parents’ love.

The day after, my parents hugged her tightly when we picked up my sister at the
hospital in the evening. I didn’t talk much with her as the paradoxical relationships remained

in my heart.
When we were home, my sister shared with my dad that the friends she met in the
hospital would return to the hospital when they felt a bit stressed, using it as a place to take

breaks and disconnect with the outside pressures of the world.

“I know that all sounds wonderful. But you shouldn’t learn from those patients that

going into the hospital when you just feel a bit sad.”

“Yes. I know,” she spoke with subtle impatience.

“You should learn to overcome the troubles...” My father didn’t seem to detect the

frustration and continued his words.

“Yes. I know!” She sobbed.

My dad turned around to her, stunned by how some harmless encouragement and

advice would unleash a flood of tears he hadn't expected.



The fragile body indeed certified what I had predicted, becoming more fragile. The
moment my sister stepped into the flat, a wave of chaos and tension swept over the place,
overshadowing any semblance of peace that had lingered just moments before. I was certain
my sister’s weeks-long stays in the hospital would not be a one-time event, but a pattern
destined to repeat. The fleeting harmony that once held me had become a battlefield again, as

if the warmth was only a daydream.

I said I didn’t want to be labeled with the word normal. It sounds like such a random,
neutral term, almost trivial. Now, I realise the word normal is a luxury—both a fragile peace
for the home and an uncertain refuge for myself. It holds different meanings depending on

where it landed: a quiet order in the chaos around us, and a tentative hope within me.

Pulling away was a kind of escapism, but it was also the only way I knew to protect
myself, and I have learned to accept that. There was guilt, but the harm felt too
overwhelming to bear. I deleted Roblox, stopped talking to her unless she spoke to me first,
and refused to involve myself in any of the problems she brought up. Trapped in a passive
role, powerless to ask for what I needed and feeling as if my parents had already given up on
me, [ knew I could not change their love or her illness, but I could still shield myself from

the chaos by claiming my own agency.



