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Her Sister's Shoes

 

Gilly’s mother had a private room in the hospital now, with a window twice as big as the one in the room she’d had on Gilly’s last visit six months ago. No one had bothered trying to clear away the antiseptic smell in that last room, either. In here, someone had plugged a lavender air freshener into the wall, and it actually worked. The room smelled like a warm bath. Next to the whiteboard on the wall, where the nurses had scribbled medication dosages and times, hung a watercolor of two swans on a lake. Someone had even cranked the thermostat a few degrees; the room was warm enough to make Gilly shrug off her coat gratefully.

Gilly had been able to grit her teeth and deal with the sterile feel of the last room. There had been something comforting, even, in handing her mother over to the unfeeling but well-oiled hospital machinery that would swallow up a cancer patient and spit a healthy person out on the other side. This room, though? These attempts to make the place feel warm and human? That just might end up breaking her.

She had known, of course, that the hospital had moved her mother to the hospice wing. But it was one thing to hear it on the phone, and another to see all the subtle physical signs of an utter lack of hope. They had only bothered to give the room these minor comforts because they knew it was the last room her mother would ever see.

She thought her mother was asleep at first. She hoped so, selfishly; that way, she could slip out of the room before she started crying. She should have worn her uniform—in her uniform, she could face down anything without flinching. She could walk into the corner deli and stared down at the body of a five-year-old girl without losing her poker face. But she had put on jeans and a fuzzy sweater instead—purple, her mother’s favorite color. It was too easy to cry in a fuzzy sweater.

She started to turn away. Then, out of the corner of her eye, her mother stirred. One hand weakly opened and closed against the sheets. A second later, her mother’s eyes opened, the bright turquoise Gilly remembered from her childhood replaced by a faded, washed-out blue. Her mother blinked at her, brow furrowed, like she was trying to put a name to her face. Gilly fought back a surge of guilt. It had only been six months since her last visit—not long enough to disqualify her as a dutiful daughter, certainly not long enough for her mother to forget her face. And beat cops weren’t good at taking vacation—that sense of responsibility, and all. Or at least, Gilly wasn’t good at it.

Gilly crossed the distance to the bed. “It’s me,” she said, when her mother still didn’t speak. “Gilly.”

She was Gillian to her friends, Saunders to her sergeant, but with her mother, she was always Gilly. She had felt the change as soon as she had stepped off the plane. Even the way she walked had changed, and the way she held herself—tighter, straighter, an exaggeration of what her partner called the stick-up-her-ass march. She didn’t know whether other people changed so much based on context, or if it was something that came with growing up with an identical twin, and seeing how the same face and the same genetics could lead to such different results with nothing more than a change of name and clothes.

Her mother’s face fell. “Oh.” The word was a soft, disappointed gasp. “I thought you were…”

She didn’t finish the sentence, so it took Gilly a moment to realize her mother had expected Kristen. She tried not to let that gnaw at her belly too badly. It wasn’t easy. Gilly had been a good child—her parents had placed her in that role, or maybe Kristen had, or maybe she had done it to herself. Maybe a little of all three. Either way, she had played her role well. Good grades, good school, a job her parents could be proud of. She had even done what she could for her father, even though she hadn’t been able to save his life. And later, when her mom got sick, she might not have been here—having crossed the country years ago in one of her vain attempts to leave the shadow of her sister behind—but she had come when she could, and footed the bill for everything with her meager savings. Her mother hadn’t seen Kristen in fifteen years. And yet here, at the end of her life, Kristen was the one she wanted?

Her mother worked a little too hard to force her smile. It was too broad, and didn’t reach her eyes. Gilly would have preferred it if she hadn’t bothered to pretend. “Gilly,” she said, with false brightness. “How have you been?”

Gilly waved the question away. “Same as ever. That doesn’t matter. I came here for you.” She stared into her mother’s eyes, trying for the intimate mother-daughter connection she had thought her mother would want from her. But everything felt false now, like a hinge that didn’t quite fit together right. She forced a smile, one that probably looked as transparently false as her mother’s. “How are you?”

Her mother’s plastic smile turned into a genuine laugh, too light and airy for a room like this. “Dying,” she said, with as much of a shrug as she could manage while lying down. “Same as ever.”

Gilly flinched at the words, and another flash of disappointment crossed her mother’s face. As if Gilly were failing her by having trouble dealing with the fact that her only remaining family member had weeks to live, months at most. And not good months, either. Her mother’s doctor had told her, as gently as possible, that the pain medication could only do so much these days, as the tumor in her stomach consumed her from the inside.

But then the flash passed, and when her mother spoke again, there was genuine affection in her voice. “Oh, don’t look at me like that. It isn’t as if I haven’t had time to get used to it. That’s my Gilly, though—always so worried about everyone. Are you still out there catching the bad guys?”

“Every day,” Gilly answered.

“I was hoping…” Her mother’s voice dropped. She shifted her head a little closer to Gilly, like she had a secret to tell. “Do you think it would be possible… I’d really like to see Kristen before the end.”

The gnawing in Gilly’s belly came back. She and her mother hadn’t even talked for five minutes, and already they were back to Kristen again. Why the sudden fixation on her sister? The doctor had said there shouldn’t be any mental symptoms, but maybe the medication she was taking was making her thoughts fuzzy. That was easier for Gilly to swallow than thinking the one person her mother wanted at the end of her life wasn’t self-sacrificing, responsible Gilly, but her dark mirror.

“Kristen is gone.” She tried not to snap at her mother, but overcompensated, and wound up using the kind of voice she associated with shushing a newborn. “She disappeared fifteen years ago. Do you remember?”

Her mother made an inpatient noise. “Of course I remember. I have cancer; I’m not senile. I just thought… maybe she’s reached out to you over the years. She was always so much closer to you than to anyone else. Especially in elementary school, when she had so much trouble making friends.”

“We weren’t that close.”

“You were twins,” her mother said. “That’s a bond that can’t be broken. And if anything had happened to her, if she were… if she couldn’t come back to us, you would know.” Her eyes held a question.

Gilly didn’t answer.

That was enough to satisfy her mother. “I knew it,” she said, with a soft sigh. “Kristen is fine. Living her life, somewhere out there. You can feel her, can’t you? That twin magic everyone talks about. You always used to know exactly when she was getting up to mischief.”

Against her will, Gilly nodded. Yes, she could still feel Kristen, although it wasn’t magic, not like her mother was thinking.

“Maybe…” Her mother looked up at her with pleading eyes. “Maybe you could call to her somehow. Maybe she would hear you. I hate to ask you this—I know there’s a complicated history between you, even if you’ve never shared the details. But… I want to see her. As soon as possible.” She swallowed; her face creased with pain. “Please, Gilly.”

Everything Gilly had done, and her mother’s dying wish was to see Kristen one more time. She wished she weren’t the good one. Then it wouldn’t have hurt so much.

And if she weren’t the good one, she would have been able to refuse.

She could get Kristen here—she had no doubt of that. She hadn’t told her mother everything about Kristen’s disappearance, after all, or about the years after. Getting her here would cost almost more than Gilly was willing to pay—almost. But it was Gilly’s job to take care of their family. It always had been. And to ease her mother’s mind in her final weeks, there was no cost too high.

 

* * *

 

Kristen sauntered into the room as best she could in the heels that had looked much lower in the store. She paused to curl her lip at the painting. Apparently, this hospital thought the dying couldn’t handle art that was more than the visual equivalent of pureed meat. The room smelled like old lady; she reached down and unplugged the air freshener.

Only then did her gaze sweep over the figure on the bed. Her mother was a small and wrinkled thing. Weak. Her mother had always been the stronger of her parents, even if she had hidden that strength behind a good-natured smile. Her father had thought he was strong, but his heart had proven him wrong by giving
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