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My sister and I have the same fingers. We point 
and they bow back in hyperextension at the middle 
joints. I like to say, “have” because she existed once. 
Real and breathing. Cracking those alien fingers, 
then taking my hands to repeat the procedure; 
beginning at the pinky and ending at the thumb. 
My sister told the kids in school that we, the Smith 
sisters, were not of this world. 

“See,” she says, “look at our hands,” and the 
children moan and gape their jelly-lined mouths 
to the spectacle of us. Sonia loved the attention. 
I loved being a part of Sonia. I was never as smart 
as my sister, and maybe that had something to 
do with age, but that is wrong and I’ll explain why. 
Sonia seemed to be thinking all the time. Writing 
scrupulous notes to herself in the margins of school 
textbooks. She knew more than any other kid in 
the school. More than any teacher or adult too. I 
will die believing Sonia was the smartest person in 
this life and the next.  

“You’re capital L, lucky,” Sonia said. “The more 
brains you have the heavier it is for your neck to 
hold your head.” She rubbed her temples. “Want to 
borrow some for a little while?”

“Hand it over,” I said, and put my hands on the 
crown of her head.

“Mmm, that’s better,” she said. 
I rubbed my hands into her scalp. 
“Harder,” she said. 
“I don’t feel anything.”
“Yes you do. Think really hard and you’ll know 

what I know.”
“It’s not working.”
“A little to the right. There.”
“What’s that bump?”
“It’s a composite of knowledge. A little sack of 

smarts.”
I pushed through the rounds of my fingertips, 

trying to squeeze out the lump as if it were a zit. 
“Not so rough,” Sonia said. 
“I don’t feel anything,” I repeated. 

I lifted my hands off her head and Sonia’s baby 
hairs clung to the static on my palms. 

She weaved her head away from my hands and 
her smile soaked off her face, down her overalls, 
and to the floor. 

“I think I got some,” I said. 
“No, you didn’t.” Sonia rubbed her head, 

concentrating on the mound. 

The scratchy video recording documenting 
Sonia’s fifth grade science fair would forever remind 
me of her brilliance. In the video you see Sonia, long 
brown hair pulled back in a braid, round glasses, a 
purple velvet dress, holding her notes by her side. 
The poster-board display behind her highlights the 
features of a fully sustainable power plant. To this 
day, I cannot understand all of the words she uses 
to explain the design. But she speaks, annunciating 
with clarity as though the message is directed to 
an infant, and I believe every word is true. Her 
project partner, a skinny boy with a rats tail running 
down his neck, stands at the edge of the screen. He 
scratches the front of his pants and bites his nails 
and you can tell by his empty eyes, his mind is easy 
and free. Sonia points to the blueprints glued to the 
poster, tracing her alien finger around the energy 
panels. The teacher’s voice comes from behind 
the camera, “what materials will you use?” Sonia 
transfers her notes to the other hand and answers 
the teacher without blinking. 

“Mainly adobe with a straw-bale insulation.” 
“Are there any questions?” the teacher asks.
The room is quiet.
“Does it have a pool?” asks one student. 
“No,” Sonia says, “it doesn’t have a pool.”
“What about a basketball court,” asks another.
“No basketball court.”
“What are you supposed to do for fun?”
“That’s not what it’s for.” Sonia craned her neck at 

the camera, at the teacher, with a look that pleaded 
to make the questions stop. 

“Thank you, Sonia,” the teacher said. “Jessie, do 
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you want to add something?”
The boy at the edge of the screen pulls his hand 

away from his crotch, smiles, and shaked his head 
no. 

“What did you contribute?” 
“I didn’t do nothing.”
“Sure you did,” the teacher said. “Now think hard.”
“I wanted a pool, but she wouldn’t let me.”
The other students laughed. Jessie laughed. 

Sonia looked past the camera. I do not think she 
was looking at the teacher anymore. I wonder what 
she saw. I wonder what she was looking for.

I knew that whatever happened inside Sonia’s 
head gave her pain. Not that she was thinking bad 
thoughts, only that the magnitude of ideas and 
questions would not allow any peace. I distracted 
her often, more so when we were little, by proposing 
summersault competitions. Sonia agreed, always, 
and willed her body to win; rolling and rolling, the 
top of her head massaging against the overgrown 
lawn outside the small house our parents built 
when they were together and in love.  Rolling and 
forgetting. Rolling and forgetting. Sonia smiling. 

The expanse of time between knowing every part 
of Sonia and growing older into two very separate 
people occurred without my being able to track it. 
Twelve, thirteen, fourteen passed, and I can only 
mark the lapse by the changes in Sonia’s body.  
Bleached hair, cut short, tattoos on her back, arm, 
claves, and sternum. Sonia was changing. The 
biggest change of all showed in her face. When she 
smiled, those rare moments of easiness left the 
skin around her mouth looking like crinkled paper. 
Happiness never looked so hard. And yet when I 
think of the only place on Sonia’s body that would 
not change, it was her face. Her full Scandinavian 
cheeks from our father’s side. The little girl in Sonia. 
That girl kept me tethered. 

I was in the shower, sixteen years old, when I 
realized Sonia was dead. Nobody had to tell me, I 
knew on my own. That’s how sisters work. 

A month before that realization, that shampoo-
condition-rinse-repeat, I was in the living room 
of Sonia’s lower-level apartment in downtown 
Albuquerque. She was enrolled in her junior year 
of college while I was a junior in high school only 
one city away. I sat on her white upholstered couch 
that she swore blood over if I spilled or stained the 
lining. My mouth was dry and a thin film of cotton 
veiled my tongue. The bag of shake was half gone. 
Terrible, truly awful shake from Sonia’s dealer down 
by University Heights, which hung in the air of her 
small apartment. We were high, the Smith sisters. 
It had been the first time I saw Sonia in six months. 

Who am I? Perhaps we should have started there, 
but we are long past beginnings. You know about 
Sonia and that is all you need to know. There isn’t 
much use or adventure explaining myself.  

Sonia turned on a movie. The terrible weed made 
the screen sparkle somewhat less. It was not the 
plot, which I enjoyed, two brothers who kill for the 
good of a higher spirit, but the way every sound 
and scene had an outline of discomfort; a rawness 
like nerve endings pulsing ow, ow, owwie. Sonia 
and I were on opposite sides of the room, talking 
and watching the film unfold, but when we spoke 
it seemed ordinary. We were acting: Sonia reading 
her lines, “how’s high school?” and me reading 
mine, “Going good. I’m passing.” It felt unnatural 
being there. After all, a lot happens in six months. I 
didn’t know her life and she didn’t know mine. 

I swore to Sonia, after she begged for an hour and 
two-more-bowls of the bad weed, that we would 
get matching tattoos like the brothers in the movie. 
That promise of our bond lifted Sonia to her feet, I 
felt her smile and we were sisters again for the first 
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time in months. She was an angel up there, away 
from her head. The phone rang and Sonia went to 
the kitchen, mumbling her ideas of what tattoo we 
should get. I made out a few of her suggestions: a 
cactus, the word for justice in Latin, an astrological 
constellation.

“Come on, don’t answer,” I said. Stay here with 
me. 

“Attendez,” she said. Wait. 
Why couldn’t she stay?
“I’m not pausing it,” I said, turning the volume 

louder. 
 “Bonjour,” Sonia said, answering the phone. 
I could hear her voice reverberating off the empty 

pots she kept on the counter. 
“It’s been a long week. I’m trying to get drunk.”
It was second nature to listen-in. To snoop. I 

spent my whole life following Sonia, reading the 
notes she wrote to her friends in school, peeking 
in her notebooks, and spying on her and the boys 
she brought home. I wanted to know everything 
because she was everything. We were sisters, alien 
girls, but I never let go of the feeling that Sonia 
hid her secrets. Not the light ones, which she told 
me, but the heavy ones. The ones that mattered. 
When she told me her secrets, Sonia reminded me, 
“we are cursed to be just the two. No other sisters 
or brothers. You and me. Me and you. Get it?” Just 
Sonia and I, I understood. Of course I understood. 
She said everything we would ever do meant more 
because we were alone together. Said the stakes 
were higher. Said there were no fall-backs. 

 Sitting in her apartment, bathed in the shit-mix 
pot, I did not care to listen to Sonia’s conversation. 
I figured my ambivalence came from being in high 
school and thinking I was too cool to eavesdrop. 
My indifference to Sonia’s life at that point also 
formed from years of learning I did not want to 
know all of her secrets. I settled back into the 
couch and bit my tongue with my teeth to shift 
focus away from the terrible high.  My teeth 
raked the cotton off my tongue and I swallowed 

the yield. My ears wanted to open, they wanted 
to know what Sonia was doing and saying and 
had done, but all I allowed in was the muffling 
of French intonation coming from the kitchen. I 
looked around at the details of her apartment and 
could not imagine my Sonia living here. Living in 
the small moments of waking and the long hours 
of lonely nights. No roommate or boyfriend to 
distract her. She had tried, and boys had tried 
with her, but none could satisfy that vital pinpoint 
of her soul; engagement with something beyond 
her capacity, outside her knowing. I blurred my 
eyes to the expanse of checkered tiles. The white 
boxes were stained with dried, brown puddles, the 
remnants of strong coffee and cheap beer.  Sonia 
was a genius forever, but now she was a slob.  
Her makeshift bookshelf, fashioned out of nailed 
plywood and dumpster tables held the library 
of a seventy-year-old scholar. Plato, Nietzsche, 
Homer, Steinbeck, books in French I could not 
pronounce the titles to. Colorful bindings, worn 
bindings, thick, thin, very, very thick, and she read 
them all. I never knew another person who read 
every book on their shelf. 

When it started, I was too young to understand 
what it meant to throw up everything you eat. I 
do not remember Sonia’s metamorphosis as a 
process so much as a change, which I believe is the 
difference between dipping your toes into a pool 
or throwing yourself in. And Sonia threw; hurdled 
her body into the darkest place it would go. I was 
thirteen and snooping through Sonia’s closet. I had 
a habit of stealing her clothes and stretching them 
out at the sleeves, neck, and belly. She hated that. 
I got to the bottom drawer, hoping to find a mini-
skirt to prance around and play grown-up. The 
drawer was unusually heavy. Instead of clothes, a 
cute tight skirt, the drawer was filled with extra large 
soda cups from the gas station. I pulled the brass 
handle and the cups sloshed, leaning to the front 

71

N I C H E  :  i s s u e  n º 5

F
I

C
T

I
O

N



of the drawer. A smell something like pasta sauce 
and citrus rose to my face and seemed to smother 
my skin like grease. I removed the plastic top to 
one cup and found the inside filled with orange 
and brown liquid. Did I ask myself why? I cannot 
remember. Thinking back, I must have known and 
noticed Sonia’s body reverse in development. But 
my mind was slow to see my sister in any negative 
form. She was my idol. My God. I closed the drawer 
and grabbed a t-shirt folded at the floor. The fabric 
rested over my shoulder as I rearranged the closet 
to its appearance before my raid. I was seeing the 
closet, the shoes, my hands putting everything 
to order, but my vision sucked itself back to the 
hidden orange liquid. I still see it today. I turned my 
nose into the shirt I would borrow and it held the 
same putrid smell. My mother was in the kitchen 
baking and she yelled through the walls, asking if I 
was in Sonia’s room. “No”, I yelled back, closing the 
closet door behind me, then the bedroom door 
behind that. The hallway felt safe. I breathed deep 
the smell of overripe bananas and warm sugar. 

“Au revoir, bitch.” 
Sonia came out from the kitchen wiping her lips 

and put her arms in the air.  “It’s a Monday and I’m 
feelin’ fine,” she sang. She turned and winked at me 
like the old music stars of the 30’s.  Her neck rolled 
and the silent song ran through her head. The pot 
was working for her, I thought, but thought again 
and realized this was not the workings of shake. 
Sonia must have moved to the liquor in the freezer. 
The liquor did the magic. I was still bumming on 
the weed but to Sonia, we were in Paris. Inside a 
cramped bar, surrounded by men and women 
smoking cigarettes, down the rue from skull-lined 
crypts. The city of love. The city of lights. The city 
of Sonia, and I was invited. She danced the one-
two-three across the checkered floor.  I noticed 
her feet landing only on the black squares.  I tried 
to imagine Paris, because from the look of Sonia’s 

enjoyment, it was a great place to be. I tried my 
best, but the small apartment overgrown with piles 
of neglected clothes and sandwich crusts would 
not let me leave Albuquerque. The pot seemed to 
pin my arms to the couch and open my eyes to the 
dump, the butts, the crushed cans, the old soup 
marks like rings around orange Saturn. I found 
myself very sad knowing this was Sonia’s home, 
but not at all surprised. How it probably ate her up 
when she came back from Paris and could see and 
think. Her poor, heavy head. Thinking herself to 
death in those daylight, soberlight hours. 

Sonia danced through the doorway leading to 
her bedroom. I heard her jump onto the bed. 
She had a brass frame that clinked against the 
wall like champagne glasses. The sound stopped, 
no more toasts to the night, and in that moment 
of silence I hated her. A loud burp disrupted the 
silence, followed by a single laugh. Sonia returned 
to the living room, still dancing on the arches of 
her feet, with a scarf in her hands.  She wrapped 
the fabric around her head in the style of a gypsy 
fortuneteller and went to the kitchen, to the 
freezer, the suction of a closing door, and the 
dance began again. She looked at me, sitting on 
the couch she loved so dearly, her eyes red and 
coated in a boozy mire. They scared me. Those 
were not the eyes of my sister. Same color, same 
width, but I did not know the person from whom 
they belonged. The look was something I can only 
describe as unstable. Of having savage intent. It 
became certain in my mind she would hurt me. 
The longer she stared, the more I swore to myself 
this was my last night on earth. It only made sense 
I would be her sacrifice. I talked myself into that 
reasoning and lit another joint because the smell 
was clearing way. Without the smoke, the rancid 
orange monster breathed through Sonia’s five-
hundred square foot apartment. Sonia denied 
the joint when I offered and reminded me not to 
get ash on the sofa. She continued staring and 
dancing. It was not so much that Sonia’s eyes were 
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menacing, but they glimmered a sense of whatever 
was inside slowly unhinging. They showed that she 
was different. Not the same alien girl. And if she 
was not the same it meant I could not be the same. 
I knew she was smart and could think of things I 
could not imagine. It was Sonia’s mind I feared: The 
potential and expanse and what it would tell her 
was possible. What questions it would ask her to 
answer. In all the years growing up, I never thought 
my first and only feelings of true fear would come 
from my big sister. She rolled her wrists and sang, 
“and I’d pray till the Lord gave a sign, and now I’m 
feelin’ mighty fine.” 

She danced and sang while I stayed on the couch. 
I fell asleep to the sound of her bustling around the 
bedroom and running the sink. I am not sure what 
she was doing, but I left early the next morning 
without saying goodbye. There may have been a 
note, or a phone call following, but I remember this 
as the end. 

When we were little, Sonia and I played a game 
where we collected every blanket, pillow, tablecloth, 
and towel in our house. Beginning with the couch 
cushions, we stacked the linens until they formed 
a tall partition. The wall of blankets impeded the 
walkway from the living room to the bedrooms. We 
jumped over the couch to get from one side to the 
other. It took hours to create the pile. If the blankets 
were accidentally stacked after the pillows, the 
tower would collapse and Sonia and I would have to 
begin again. This was my favorite game. Sometimes 
I would cheat by running into the wall and making 
it fall so we would start over. Sonia was the brains 
and I was the muscle. She directed me to bring 
the fluffy pillow, or the beach towels, and like a 
soldier taking command I followed order. Once the 
tower was built, standing so high the pillow fringe 
tickled the ceiling, Sonia and I lay at the bottom. 
We called for our mother and without having to 
instruct or ask or plea, she counted down from 

ten and pushed the wall over. The linens fell gently 
over Sonia and I, who were shoulder to shoulder 
lying like mummies on the ground. We crawled out 
from the mound, surfacing as though it had been a 
million years since we saw the sun. The arm of the 
couch acted as our diving board and we took turns 
jumping into the heap of goose-down and silk 
shams. We swam for hours, until Mother returned 
and told us to clean up. Blanket by blanket, sheet by 
sheet, Sonia and I pinched the edges of the linens 
and folded them back into squares. Sonia stacked 
the folded materials in my arms and I carried them 
to the bathroom where we kept the extra linens. 
Knowing the time and process of this game, our 
mother often refused to let us play. Still we asked. 
Please, oh, pretty please. Sonia’s reasoning to let 
us play normally won us approval. And once again 
we peeled the covers and fitted sheets from every 
bed, the towels wet or dry, and built our skyscraper. 
We swam in feathers and foam. 

I never saw Sonia’s body, only heard about her 
death. Like a rash, the physical was hidden from 
me by my parents, who went together to identify 
her at the morgue. There was no discussion about 
it. I have imagined the scene, pulling what I can 
from television shows and news articles. “She died 
in her sleep,” my mother said, and I picture Sonia 
sleeping and calm. I picture her very pale, with the 
same plumpness in her cheeks as she had growing 
up. Her blonde hair is bright and her lips are tinted 
purple as though she has been eating blackberries. 
A clean sheet covers her from the armpits down. 
All around her, clean metal shines blue on her 
collarbone and under her chin. 

Why my parents would not take me to see Sonia’s 
body, I do not know. Was it Mother’s idea? Father’s? 
Would it give me nightmares? Well I already had 
nightmares and I wanted to see because at least if 
I saw, I would not remain dreaming. And in these 
dreams of mine Sonia is always alive and her death 
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has been a great trick. Last I saw, she was alive, so 
my mind will continue to believe so. I am angry with 
Sonia in these dreams, for making me believe she 
was gone. She points and laughs, this time without 
me on her side, and I am the fool. I wake from these 
dreams slowly and with little orientation to the real 
world. The long blinds of my apartment let in the 
sunlight outside. The real world is a dream. Sonia 
is real.

 
We took her ashes, my mother did, on our family 

trip to Finland the summer following Sonia’s death. 
Mother built a small boat out of paper, filled the 
bottom with ashes, and pushed the boat into a large 
pond. The current moved the boat toward one 
solitary swan wading in the center. I was not invited 
to this ceremony – neither Sonia’s identification at 
the morgue or her quiet memorial in the center of 
Helsinki. I was not there but can imagine the white 
swan, the lavender flowers growing along the bank, 
and my mother’s creased hands pushing the paper 
boat into the water. My mother returned to the 
pond the following day. She tells me there was an 
entire family of swans. No longer just the one, and 

no more boat in sight. It was only the three of us 
morning together: my father, my mother, and me. 
However, I did not feel welcome into their tribe. 
Sonia was my tribe, so I mourned alone. 

 

The coroner would later tell my father, who 
would later tell me, that Sonia’s death was a case 
of electrolyte imbalance. Her chemistry, her make-
up, was wrong for the laws of our atmosphere. It 
was not done to her by anyone, no foul play, but 
still I felt she was cheated. I never hated the world 
before I saw what it did to Sonia. The world or God 
or whatever higher power made her head so heavy 
and her body so turbulent. Later in my life, I realized 
Sonia was not made for this world. Not even Paris. 
When I think of her, I think of our childhood. When 
she was an alien and I was an alien and it was just 
the two of us. Most people choose to remember 
the young faces of their lost ones. I think of Sonia’s 
fingers, and can look at my own for proof. My hands 
remind me that I had a sister. “Have” a sister, and 
when people ask, “do you have any siblings,” I say 
yes and do not feel the need to explain myself. ¤
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