Your Whisker Sister

You must first take your time in the incubation period. You will be comfortable, warm,
and unknowable. Here is where Mom sings to you from above the womb. Dad will think about
you too, somewhere in the office, maybe when the water cooler bubbles. Mom paints nails to
keep her mind sharp. You think this is her job because you smell chemicals for seven hours of
the day, hoping they are not the dangerous kind.

You must accept the fact that you are growing bigger now, taking up space. You are still
seeing the world in moving shapes and colors, mostly reds, browns, and ambers because you
haven’t opened your eyes yet. You remember you can do this, so you open them and someone is
looking back at you. That’s strange. It has whiskers and two different colored eyes. People on the
outside call these things cats. You call her sister.

You must become close in there. This isn’t a choice. It will be exciting to have company,
in truth, you feel seen for the first time. Mom drinks a lot of coffee so you have a lot of jitters to
get out. You enjoy swimming together, creating a tidepool, making mom throw up, and giggling
until she burps. Way back before your sister, you got to enjoy picking what you wanted to eat. It
all looks the same anyway, mush and grey matter. Sister is picky so you let her have first choice.
The bigger choice is that you must decide who will be the first to see the world.

When you come out, it is in a pair. Dad raises an eyebrow but Mom is so happy to have
two baby girls. She loves sisters, she loves baby clothes, and she adores squirming helpless
things and pinching cheeks. You will wear the same outfits, and hair styled in the same pink bow
on the crest of your head. Dad will be at work, Mom will be at work, and there is a universe of

words unspoken.



You should try being weird to your sister. You are running parallel lives and you fear
any perpendicular behavior. Knowing you were not alone in the insular moment of creation you
feel a sense of urgency in separation. In truth, you may feel jealous of your sister's innate
differentiation. She is special and noticeable, others strive to take care of her. You are blonde.

You will have moments of cherished comradery. You have two dollhouses, yours is the
big mansion with the attic and spiral staircase, and hers is the Lincoln log cabin with a trap door
to the wine cellar. You have both collected dolls from different manufacturers, and your houses
have become cooperatives, meeting places of many different walks of life. You run two different
playtime storylines, but sometimes, without either of you speaking, you both turn around and let
the dolls meet.

It will be strange growing up with another you. Most times it will feel like this was how it
always was meant to be, two siblings. Other times it will feel like there has been a shadow tied to
your ankle, a figure at the edge of a mirror you glimpse only out of your fast-paced panic. Sister
will sit at the top of the stairs, watching the birds outside the window that slopes down the
ceiling, creating a golden doorway at sunset. You will watch her watching the world and wonder
before running.

You will separate. Age and time equate to this motion. You go away to a land that is
north and distant. In the winter, the sky is pulled down by a rough-rope drawstring, where clouds
rest unwillingly and dangerously close to home. You live in a wood shack near the well-
established local conglomerate of elderly couples. They will not tell you about the heat in your
home and how it doesn’t regulate temperature. Every morning you will wake up in a sweat
lodge, stumble to the control panel, and wipe the wet from your fingers to change the day's

Fahrenheit. For many months you will freeze, thaw, and return home in this sequence. Sister will



be aging and finding her way away. She works at a start-up, and she is their benefactor in kitten
heels, pencil skirts, and uncomfortable collars. Whenever you buckle your seatbelt in the
passenger seat of her car, you glimpse clipboards and red pens sitting obediently in the backseat.
You have yet to hold a full-time job.

Sister’s high-paying marketing gig will end up taking her to the east and she invites you
to go. Your parents will be excited that you are spending time together. You are both much older,
and all who are involved agree that it will be a welcome return to the womb state. The trip will
take you both to an island, a great and exotic tourist destination. On brochures, you interpret
what seem to be warnings of seafood, poisonous flowers, and easily aggravated volcanoes. You
will sit next to each other on the plane, sharing a close space, unable to make chit-chat because
the canals of your ears painfully submit to the deafening silence of aerial travel.

When you land you cannot walk. Your ankles have become trunks, stomping on foreign
land with a foreign gait. Sister does not help you, not because she is uncaring, but because she
loves being occupied. She is looking at her itinerary, where her next meeting will be. She is
admirably self-reliant and independent, and you wish you were like her. In your travels as
children, she was the sibling, when the way was clear, to push past the red electronic palm onto
the other side of the street. You will continue to trail behind her, looking around this new world
confidently. You are in pain. It is hot on this island and because you are sweaty tourists you draw
lots of attention. This bothers you, you already feel exposed, sister is noticeably unfazed.

You will share a room with beds low to the floor, your sister never had a problem with
hunting sleep, meanwhile, you will lay awake and wonder when your high altitude swelling will
go down. You look at your curled-up sister and feel the way time has moved quickly around her.

You will want to stop it.



In the morning you will be gifted a trip to a temple, provided by your sisters' luxurious
and comfortable position in the workforce. It will be the largest and oldest religious site on the
island. The colors are ancient, striking reds, distant enough from civilization that you hear only
the many chapel birds bouncing from branch to branch. Signs warn you of stepping underneath
the trees, as the budgies are known for being well-fed. Your sister will nudge your shoulder, she
would find it amusing to see you blessed with such an omen of good fortune.

The temple is still a functioning site of worship. It is a complicated maze of stone pillars
and latticed clay. The priests inform you that this temple was once a city, that it housed
inhabitants unlike any in this world today. In its age, it has turned a royal emerald, rusted by
tropical rain, fortified with moss and ropes of vine.

You will both kneel on the sacred wet floor before a god with many arms, placed
centerfold and shadowed by hundreds of lesser versions of him, stacked in increasingly
complicated tiers behind and beyond him. You will feel something like awe, reverence, and fear.
The many towers of flickering candles will send you internal signals of ancient hums and
heartbeats. The bald priest is swinging pungent incense from an enlarged tea strainer, and he
cannot keep his eyes away from your sister. The flames cast a delicate shadow on the prominent
whiskers of this ancient statue.

Your sister will have to go to a meeting that will last hours, so she gives you ideas and
directions on what to do with your time alone. “This place is older than our country,” she will
inform you, “take advantage of it of its history.”

On your own, you decide to complement the diminutive feeling of the temple on man.
You have heard that the island is known for its affective nature towards miniatures. If you had

brought enough money, you would have generously bought your parents gifts, but you are riding



on the coattails of your sister's funds. Mother would have gotten baby shoes, father would have
gotten cigarettes, all mocking in short verse the passions of their present. You walk in one blind
direction, avoiding any corners or turns. You notice at first the abundance of people, like you,
everyone putting their eyes first and forward. You must compress yourself, shoulders to ears, to
navigate the sea of bodies. You consider throwing your hands up, surrendering, praying.

As you keep pushing forward, you gratefully acknowledge people are becoming less
frequent. You seem to have stumbled into a part of town you probably should not be in. The
shops are chained closed, metal gates keep rocks from being thrown through windows. There are
ditches in the ground used for draining the rainwater. You follow a stream, slow enough to be a
trailing, wandering tear, that leads you to a shop with candles in the storefront.

The light inside this building is glowing red. In the back of your head, the part you don’t
listen to is the voice telling you that you will soon be reconnected to your mother through this
light. Through anything. No matter where you turn, you find her: in warm hues, hot climates
paired with itchy fabrics, in the way people walk around you, in the way the world grabs your
face with both hands and tells you your eyes are a different color than you’ve understood them to
be. You hear humming from inside the walls, calling and chanting, and monotonous singing.
You feel a mix of fear and awe. There is a cat painted on the door.

Inside is a bookstore with an elderly woman, hair piled on her head wider than she is tall.
You have startled her. “I thought I locked that damn thing,” is what you would have heard if you
spoke her language. You have caught her in the middle of a ritual, a cat pounced freely from her
table. The cat disappears into the stacks of papers, yellowed and fraying, an integral component
of the interior landscape. You surmise that this is a store where purchases are seldom made as the

goods are over-priced and bonded to the shopkeep in a way that letting them go would signify



betrayal. In a sense, you have walked into someone's storage closet. Her incense continued to
burn, trailing toward you from the draft you created. “I’m sorry,” is all you can manage. She
understands what you have said, she knows many languages, she knows you are a tourist, so she
takes on an air of mysticism.

“Only those with the gift can enter here,” she tells you. You feel special. “You must be
looking for something,” she conjectures. This is a supposition that will be truthful for anyone, yet
you tell yourself that this woman is reaching places of your heart no one else has. Lost, you take
hold of deeper meaning in the mundane. Proud, you glorify your confusion. “How did you
know,” you whisper, and she will take advantage of your innocence. She has caught wind of the
nature of your traveling companion.

“You are someone that has felt overshadowed,” she answers, “you want but have trouble
having.” A knobbed finger once in command of a sharp blade is pointed in your direction. “I
have your next step.” In your ear, she whispers sinister instructions. The cat meows innocently.

You were told ancient things, things once written in dirt and stone, told at night as stars
were tallied to ease paranoia. You were told of the rites of the old gods, those who require
sacrifices to bestow gifts on the meek. You are the meek. Your witch friend gives you a twisted
knife with twisted instructions. You were told of the gift you possess, of the individuality you
must treasure, of the things you always knew to be true. You ground yourself in the objects
around you, the way that this old woman pushes away her cat, the way that this knife feels in
your hand and that it is guiding you to plunge into your heart.

At night, dinner is held at the tallest restaurant in the city. You will look around and feel
small, among the high-rises, among the looming presence of business. Sister is giving a big

important speech for her job that is important. It still stands that it is difficult and straining for



your sister to explain to you the intricacies of her place in the workplace hierarchy. Her
presentation is monochromatic with graphs, lines graphs lines, and charts. You are distracted by
the knife in your pocket and the sweat on your palms. You have the gift. This is the way for your
sister to notice you, you know this and understand this and have always wished for this.
Something is caught in your throat.

Sister receives a pleasant round of applause from her audience of suits. You clap and
stand up when your sister sits down. Eyes turn on you. “You all may be wondering why I am
here and standing,” you address the audience. Public speaking has never been your strong suit,
but considering this will be your final act, you do not feel any performance pressure.

“T am the older sister,” You continue, and your sister raises an eyebrow. She always
thought you were twins. In the mirror, when you were both kids, she would see similarities in the
iris, the flecks, the details. “I would like to reclaim my position of power. I have seen the
strength | hold, the wisdom my sister has taken from me, and the action | must take to free
myself.” With your adrenaline rush and the butt of your knife, you collapse the glass wall
looking out onto the metropolis. You grab your sister by the collar of her shirt and pull her
towards the edge of the building. The city ticks on below, faster now, being exposed to danger.
Your sister's eyes are wide, and the professional onlookers are stunned by silence and
immobility. The other patrons are disturbed at the fact that their dinner has been obstructed by
first a meeting, and now a sacrifice.

You look into your sister's golden eyes, her whiskers tickling your face, you have not
been this close since her nightmare where she began to unravel, slowly being peeled like an
orange, where she fled to your bed. Now free to enter the restaurant, the wind billows both of

your hair. Your plan was singular: one of you must go. In what can only be described as divine



panic you push yourself and your sister off of the ledge. In the world of theological transactions,

two is better than one. Before you hit the ground you will remember that sister has nine lives.



