In Other People’s Shoes—my sister
弟弟

The leaves are rustling like scribbling pencils.  It is almost midnight.  Bladder pressure wakes me form my bed, and, still blunted, I grope for the way to the bathroom.  There is a thin light under my sister’s bedroom door— she is still studying.
Peeping through the door, I see my sister sitting cross-legged on the chair, like a bell.  Her head bends low and moves to the left and the right as her eyes follow the words on the page.  In her left hand is a color pencil and in the other a blue pen.  The first one runs through the lines, the second one flying on the notebook.  Leaning on the wall is a schedule book, listing all the done’s and to-be-done’s.  However, I can barely see the desk, for piles of textbooks covered the whole desk.  On the floor scatter all kinds of reference books: Chinese, math, geography and so on.  A thud sound comes every few minutes when she drops the book she has just finished.  One thud after another, the sound weighs on my memory.
It was the same time at night, the same bell-like posture, the same thuds.  That night three years ago when I only caught the sight of her back.  There she sat crouching her back while scribbling down words.  And the rustle of leaves punctured the silence.  She was a junior in junior high and quickly became a workaholic.  At first, she spoke less and less each day and finally she reduced to speaking less than ten sentences a day.  Sometimes, she didn’t even speak a word to me.  She used to say some stupid things or have a meaningless fuss with me.  Now they were replaced by this cold silence.  I tried to induce her to speak by telling her about funny things in school.  Nevertheless, all she said was “So what?  Can’t you see I’m studying?  Leave me alone!” without even lifting her eyes.
In addition to becoming a mute, she began a disappearance game in the house.  The first thing she did when she got home after school was rushing right into her room and staying glued to the chair.  When it was time for dinner, she needed three calls to get her out of the room.  Moreover, she brought the god damn textbook to the dining table.  Also, she disappeared from social life.  She refused to go out, not even when there were family activities.  If she had no choice but go, she would definitely take study materials with her and avoided conversing with others.  Still, she was well-regarded in the family, because she always got good grades.  All her hard work paid off: she entered the so-called prestigious high school and remained a straight A student.

Though I am the son of the family, I have always been a thorn in my parents’ flesh because of my poor grades at school.  Grades easily sparked conflicts.  “Can’t you study as hard as your sister?  I warn you, if you keep getting this low score, there will be no school for you!  Listen carefully, you’ll have to find a job then and don’t think I’ll take care of you all my life!” yelled my mother all the time.  Furiously, I would lash out: “Whatever!” and slam the door with all my strength.  
I couldn’t understand why I should let textbooks and tests structure my life.  At the cram school I sat with nearly one hundred students, staring at those equations and formulas, I wondered what we were doing there.  If studying well could give me a promising future, why did I feel confused about mine?  I knew studying was important and I did try.  Nevertheless, every time I opened a book, the dim light, the thud, the bell-like posture kept swirling in my mind.  When I saw my sister mourning over a failed test, I wondered if she was getting closer to the promising future. While she avoided communication and retreated to her book world, was she still a part of our society?  I couldn’t decide whether I should study for myself or those who thought studying was important. 
Looking at my sister working hard at her desk, I’m full of questions.  I cannot help but blurt out: “How could study all the time?”  
Slowly she lifts up her eyes, looking bewildered.  “I don’t know.  Just sit down, open the book and that’s all.”
