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THE SISTER GRADIENT                                                  

Theresa Marie                                                                  

Amy’s office wasn’t far from my apartment. I could have 
taken a cab, but I couldn’t smoke in a cab. I took the pack out of 
my purse and tapped it against my wrist to set a cigarette free. 
The spongy cylinder was grasped between my two fingers. I put 
the pack away and took out my lighter. I sparked the lighter and 
the paper of the cigarette began it’s slow, burning march to my 
lips. I took a long drag; my exhale was peppered clouds of smoke 
between coughs. Someone was walking down the pavement, 
coming towards me. She was on the same side so I had to move 
over for her to pass.
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I checked the time, I had about five minutes left until our 
scheduled lunch, and I was going to be late. Her office was in a 
building with several different offices so the lobby was always 
busy. The floor was a polished black marble with copper accents. 
People were always entering or leaving one of the four doors at 
the front, I wondered why they were even there since they were 
always open. I went straight to the elevator. The red ring around 
the word down showed that someone had already pressed 
the button. I looked at the clock on the wall above me, it was 
five past. I didn’t want to waste Amy’s time and now I was late. 
Why should I even prep for the interview with her? I was sure 
she didn’t have that kind of time on her hands. I reached out 
and pressed the button again. The woman beside me gave me 
a look. I withdrew my hand, I was being impatient. Impatience 
was selfish. When the copper door is finally slid open I walked 
straight to the wall and pressed my back against it to take up as 
little room as possible. The doors opened again on the fourth 
floor and I stepped out. Amy’s office was just down the hall. She 
was standing at her receptionist’s desk. The receptionist, whose 
name I couldn’t remember, looked at me and wrinkled her nose. 
I probably reek of smoke. I regretted smoking on the way.

“Miss Pierce wants to reschedule for tomorrow at three,” 
Amy said. The girl nodded and jotted something down. The 
harsh scratches of the pencil could be heard above the low 
instrumental music that was always playing over the office 
speakers.

“I’m going to lunch with Vivian just read me back this week 
schedule, please, Bernadette.”

Bernadette, I would remember that for the next time. She 
looked down at the planner and read in a flat voice.

“October  tenth, Miss Pierce-”
“No, today is the tenth, she is moving to...”
I didn’t hear the rest, but I watched as Bernadette flipped 
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the pencil and brought the eraser down to the page. My mouth 
was dry, I couldn’t move. It was the tenth? How could I forget? 
How could I have been so self- absorbed about this stupid 
interview? I know how. I was selfish before I was even born, 
a prodigy of selfishness. I have been a monster since day one 
when I came screaming into this world. My sweet little angel 
of a sister came in like a whisper spoken by a feather. She was 
blue when she was born. I was red, or so I’m told. With all the 
commotion over Lily there weren’t any pictures taken of me. 

After the doctors stuck my sister with 
wires and monitors she was trapped in the hospital for three 
months. My parents kept vigil in the NICU while I was passed 
around to relatives.

My breath was hitched high at my shoulders like I couldn’t 
breathe deep enough to get the air I needed. Amy was 
looking at me. Her brow was creased and her brown eyes were 
searching. She said something to Bernadette and the secretary 
walked out of the suite.

“Viv, are you ok? You look a little pale do you still want to go 
to lunch?”

I shook my head and she walked towards me. She took a 
deep breath and exhaled slowly, it took a moment for me to 
realize I was supposed to follow. My heart rate slowed and I 
calmed down a little.

“Why don’t you come into my office and sit down.”
I shuffled into her office and kicked off my heels as she 

closed the door. On the wall above her desk hung her diplomas. I 
remembered meeting her in college.

“I need therapist Amy right now.” 
“Viv, we can always talk. I’m not going to treat you. I don’t 

treat friends. What happened?  Are you stressed about the 
interview?” 

“No.” 
Amy was picking up my heels and placing them 
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against the wall. I laid down on the sofa. 
“I don’t know why you wear these things. You’re tall enough 

as it is.” 
I winced. I wasn’t only tall, I was big. When people think of 

tall girls they think of envy inducing long legs and modelesque 
forms. I was everything Lily wasn’t. Even as a child her delicate 
features mimicked my mother’s own. But I was all my father, 
my broad shoulders weren’t meant for a delicate world. I wasn’t 
allowed to play with Lily without my parents there. 

One night we were playing dolls in Lily’s room. Mom 
and Dad were asleep. We giggled quietly as our Barbies 
shopped and talked and went to the ball. Lily’s Barbie danced 
energetically, its small plastic hand got tangled in her long 
blonde hair. I worked to untangle the strands from between 
the small glossy fingers. She giggled. I shushed her and she 
put a hand over her mouth, her eyes beginning to tear in effort 
to squelch the laughter. New light from the hallway cast our 
shadows against the doll house. Lily’s shadow hair wisped under 
the house’s chimney. My shadow head was on the wall behind 
the house. I was so enchanted by my big shadow head that my 
fingers stilled with Lily’s hair wrapped around them. 

“Vivian! Get away from your sister!” 
My father bounded into Lily’s room, grabbed me, and 

hoisted me up and away. Lily winced as the Barbie dropped from 
my grasp and pulled at her still knotted locks. My mother knelt 
and held Lily’s face between her hands. She ran her thumbs 
across her cheeks, a loving gesture reserved only for my sister, 
wiping away tears that weren’t there.  I watched over my father’s 
shoulder as the scene got smaller and our shadow selves lined 
the floor of the hall. My shadow had become part of my father’s. 
It looked like something with two heads, something from under 
a bed. I pleaded with him to let me back, but he stayed silent 
until we reached my room. He dropped me on my bed. I sat up 
and looked at him as he reached a hand towards me, thinking 
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maybe he would wipe away the tears I had begun crying. He 
took a strand of my brown hair, same as his, and tugged it hard.  

“You don’t like that do you, Vivian?  Neither does your sister. 
Do not pull her hair. You are a much bigger girl than she is. You 
could really hurt her.” 

“B-b-but.” 
“No, buts. Now go to sleep. Tomorrow you are staying in 

your room.” 
I heard snapping, he didn’t snap. I opened my eyes and 

blinked at Amy. 
“Vivian. Viv! Were you thinking about her? “ 
Amy was passing me a box of 

tissues and I couldn’t understand why.  
“Amy, how can I do this?” 
“What do you mean, sweetie?” Amy slipped into her 

therapist voice even though she was always swearing up and 
down that she would never treat me. I swung my legs off the 
sofa and sit up. 

“What if I get a job?” 
“Okaaaay,” she had a way of making a two syllable word 

sound a mile long. I stood and circled the couch. 
“Then what? I’ll be successful.” 
“Okaaay.” 
I paced furiously. The friction that built between my 

stockinged feet and the carpet couldn’t compare to the friction 
between my thoughts. 

“What then? I’m happy? I just, I can’t-” 
Too much pressure had built in my chest for me to 

continue. My lips moved and nothing came out. I looked at Amy 
who was so good. She was so, so good she couldn’t possibly 
understand this mess. 

“You can be happy, Viv. She would want you to be happy.”  
But I can’t because I killed her and took away her chance to 

be happy. What right do I have?
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And this is where we always stop because I can’t be happy.
“I have to go.” 
“Viv, please. Let’s talk this out.”
“Careful Amy, you sound like you’re treating me.”
Her shoulders sagged, and she brought her face down to 

her hands.
“I can’t help if you won’t let me.”
I don’t deserve your help. I stood up and walked to the 

wall where my shoes were. I slipped them on then turned back 
towards Amy. Her eyes were tired, they always were after this. I 
exhausted her.

“Sorry.”
She shrugged, pretending that she can roll the defeat away 

with a jerk of the shoulders. We walked out together and she 
locked up behind us. She hugged me outside.

“Call me if you need me. Okay.”
She waited for my nod before heading up the street and 

out of my view.
I rushed to the subway station. The streets weren’t crowded, 

but the train was. There were barely any seats. I spotted one at 
the back of the car between two suited men. I went over and 
sat down. I tried my best to stay in my seat. I pressed my knees 
and ankles together. I drew my shoulders in as far as I could. 
If I could have I would have stapled them to my sternum. The 
train jerked to a stop and my purse tumbled out of my lap and 
hit a stranger’s leg. I snatched it back up. 

“I’m so sorry,” I said. 
“It’s fine,” he replied. 
One more person got on at the next stop. There were no 

seats for her. I got up and offered her mine explaining that I was 
getting off on the next stop anyway. My stop was swamped with 
the after-work crowd. Trying my best not to bump into anyone I 
weaved in and around the crowd. 

By the time I was at the cemetery the sun was setting and 
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I was desperate for a cigarette. I took the last one from my pack. 
My thumb was on the lighter, ready to spark it when I realized 
how disgusting I was being. There I was, at my dead sister’s grave 
and all I could think about was smoking. I didn’t deserve the 
release it would give me.  

I looked down at the small stone; the sun setting behind 
gave it a halo. There were lilies in front of the stone. She hated 
lilies, she didn’t like that she had to share her name with 
flowers, she always said that daisies were better. When she got 
married she would carry daisies so people wouldn’t confuse 
her and the flowers. I made sure to stand far enough away so 
that I wasn’t standing on her plot and I tucked my shadow 
away behind me. I didn’t touch Lily. The stone read Lily Shields, 
beloved daughter, February 20th 1990- October 10th 1997.  

I remember the funeral. My aunt was minding me, because 
my mom “couldn’t handle” me right then. I must have broken 
away somehow because the next thing that I can remember is 
standing at the front in between our parents when the coffin 
was being lowered. Through my tears I read the headstone.  

“Mommy, why doesn’t it say twin?” She looked down at 
me, like she hadn’t noticed I was there at all before. Her face 
went from the pale white of mourning to red. Her lips pinched 
together and her nostrils flared. Her eyebrows mingled with 
her eyelashes when she brought them down with the force of 
a guillotine.  

“Not right now Vivian.” 
“Okay, sorry.” 
The sudden darkness brings me back. I give the headstone 

one last glance before walking away. I knew there was 
a church in front of the cemetery. I walked past it every time I 
came. But I never looked at it, we stopped going after Lily. I was 
afraid that if I went in I would be struck down. That’s all I could 
remember from those Sunday school lessons, that bad people 
got struck down. So, I walk quickly past the church and into the 
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bar across the street.  
 It was a sports bar, the type of place that gave the health 

inspector unlimited drinks to stay open. The only place to sit 
was at the bar. There were standing tables that people gathered 
around as they shouted at the flat screens. I went straight to 
the bar, to a stool in the corner. Its red leather was split and the 
yellow foam was spilling out, but it was the seat farthest away 
from everything. I sat down. The bartender came over and asked 
what I wanted.

“Can I have a beer, please?”
I kept my gaze down; my eyes were still glassy from the 

cemetery.
He clinked a bottle down. I wrapped my fingers around 

the glass, brushing the condensation away. The amber glass 
distorted my fingers.  I looked at the TV screen and began 
drinking. Someone was tackled on the screen. I knew how he 
felt. Getting hit with something so big and think that’s the worst 
that could happen. No pain could be more excruciating, then 
the hit doubles and triples. I was thinking about myself again, 
so damn selfish.  I set the glass back down on the counter, it was 
empty. The bartender asked me if I wanted another. I nodded. 
I tried not to think about things, tried to focus on the football 
game. I didn’t know anything about football. It couldn’t hold my 
attention. I thought back to the flowers on her grave. Mom must 
have put them there, I should have brought flowers, I should 
have brought daisies. I kept emptying my beers and kept getting 
new ones.

My aunt took me again after the funeral. I can’t remember 
for how long. What I did remember was not talking. Words 
bounced around my head, screaming to be let out, but I 
wouldn’t let them. I could only talk to her. I only ever did talk 
to her, but she was gone so I had to talk to her in my head, 
but it wasn’t the same. I colored a lot in those days. I didn’t like 
coloring, Lily was the one who could fill books. She was better, 
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her delicate strokes stayed inside the lines. Sometimes, on her 
weak days, when her breaths were short, she couldn’t find the 
energy to press the crayon down harder to shade darker. So, 
I would color those spaces for her. When she was gone I only 
colored those spaces. When my mom was ready to take me back 
she tried to get me to talk to her. When I couldn’t she would get 
mad and eventually just gave up.

I finished my fourth beer when I realized that I hadn’t eaten 
anything. I didn’t end up having lunch with Amy and I don’t 
eat breakfast. My stomach sloshed with the liquid. My head felt 
about the same way, floating and swaying. I felt sick, I needed to 
get home.

I spun on the stool quickly. I rushed away not minding 
anyone else. I had gotten turned around somehow. I thought 
I would be at the door when I looked up but I was standing 
in front of the bathrooms. I went in. It was much brighter in 
the bathroom. I squinted while my eyes adjusted then made 
my way to the sink. I grasped the cold metal. I was shaking. 
When I looked into the mirror I saw mascara striping my cheeks. 
I turned on the cold water and cupped my hands under the 
faucet. When my hands were full, I brought my face to them 
and scrubbed. There was water on my blouse. My makeup was 
ruined. I stopped scrubbing and turned off the faucet. A creak 
filled the space that the sound of the faucet had just vacated. A 
girl walked out of a stall. 

She was my age, late-twenties, and small. 
Straight blonde hair went down her back. She seemed so 
familiar. From her purse she drew a comb. She collected her 
hair and began brushing it. The strands were pulled apart then 
they fell back together again after passing through the comb’s 
teeth. The fluorescent lights grabbed up the gold in her hair and 
projected it across the room. I often imagined what Lily would 
look like as I grew up. I had stopped when I was about thirteen. 
But right then I didn’t have to imagine because this was what 
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she would look like. I wanted to hug her. I wanted to call mom 
and say see I didn’t.  

“Are you happy?” I whispered. 
“What?” The Lily-girl turned to me. Her voice was soft like 

hers. 
I cleared my throat and spoke louder. “Are you happy?” 
She drew back a bit but said, yes. Then she left. 
I was dizzy and hungry. I needed to get home. The 

bathroom was getting smaller. The walls seemed to crash in 
around me. I burst out of the bathroom and worked my way 
through the crowd. My head was spinning. I caught sight of 
the Lily-girl, I tried to follow her, but she was quicker. Any time I 
lost her I would glimpse the bright blonde between stranger’s 
shoulders. I could see the exit, she broke into the night air and I 
went soon after her. She looked back at me, but I cast my gaze to 
the littered ground. There was another girl outside, balancing a 
cigarette between the tips of her front teeth and bottom lip. The 
Lily- girl was standing at the curb rubbing her arms and looking 
down the street. I was going to grab a cigarette of my own when 
I remembered I don’t have any. 

“Can I bum a smoke?” I ask the girl beside me, but I was 
looking at the Lily-girl. 

“Sure.” I walked over to her and she shook one out of the 
pack. It wasn’t my brand, but I took it. When you’re starving you 
don’t ask what is being served. She finished her own and left as I 
began mine.  Nicotine painted my tongue.

I watched the Lily-girl through a cloud of smoke. She 
kept shifting her weight between her legs. She must have been 
waiting for a ride. Her phone rang, and she picked it up. She 
moved towards the side of the building to the alley, to get away 
from the sound of the street. I shuffled to the corner to listen. 

“Hey, babe.” 
“No, I’m waiting at the bar.”  
“Marie left with some guy and took her car. I need you to 
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come pick me up.” 
“I know you have a lot to do tonight, but I don’t have a way 

home.” 
“No, I can’t call my sister. We are fighting.” 
I wait, wondering if she would say what they were fighting 

about. But she was silent. I listened harder, trying to block out 
the sound of traffic. 

“Get off!” I heard a strangled cry and shuffling in the alley. 
I turned the corner with my cigarette still smoking between 
my fingers. The alley was dark. The only lamp was dimmed and 
flickering. The only other light was from the phone that was now 
on the ground. Its white light illuminated two pairs of legs, one 
pair belonged to a man, wedged between the feminine ones. 
Their faces were in shadows, but I could see that the man had 
a hand around Lily’s throat and another slipping up her skirt. 
I wanted to run and hide, to at least look away. I tripped and 
thrust an arm out to brace myself against the brick wall. The 
rough surface scraped against my skin, tearing small stinging 
holes. Down further Lily was pinned against the same wall. My 
breathing got faster and I scanned the space between us. On 
the ground there was broken glass, its sharp edges glinted. 
I pushed myself off the wall and slowly walked towards it, I 
reached down to grab a piece. I took shaking steps towards 
them, pain spurred in my ankle. I tripped and rolled my ankle. 
The man looked over, but I was on the shadow polluted ground. 

I stood up and took shaky steps towards them. I had 
grasped the glass tightly to hang on to it; it bit into the soft skin 
of my palm.

“Get off of her.” 
His grip only tightened around her throat, he whirled to 

look at me. I charged him, knocking him off Lily and to the 
ground. His fist met my jaw and I was knocked back by the force. 
He got on top of me. I craned my head to see Lily stumbling 
away. I was trying to shove him off, but he was too strong. I 
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took the glass and slashed, my cut met skin and tore fabric. 
He screamed and reared off of me. I got up but he was trying 
to do the same, but I pushed firmly against his shoulders and 
he fell with force. I heard a loud smack when his head hit the 
ground. My hand flew to my mouth. In my hand the once clear 
surface of the glass was slicked with blood from both ends. I 
turned and ran out of the alley. Lily was standing at its mouth. 
She wrapped me in a hug when I reached her. She was shaking 
and murmuring ‘thank yous’ between sobs. I didn’t hug her back. 
I didn’t want to hurt her. A car rushed past us in the street and 
we jumped. After it passed everything was quiet.

The Lily-girl straightened and let go of me. We looked down 
the alley way to the lump at the end. Her phone was still lying on 
the ground.

“Is he dead?” She whispered. I backed away and turned 
towards the bushes in front of the bar. I wrenched.

“Do you have a phone? I think we might need the police.”
I ran my hands over my shoulders in search of my purse, but 

I didn’t have it. Where did I leave it? What have I done?
“No.”
“Can you get my phone?”
I didn’t want to and even though I knew my stomach was 

empty I could feel it stirring. We needed a phone and I couldn’t 
make her go back down there. Maybe if I hadn’t been so weird 
to her earlier she might not have been out here when he was. 
Maybe if I hadn’t gone outside she wouldn’t have gone into 
the alley. So selfish. What If I killed him?  What have I done? We 
needed the phone.

The alley was not wide. 
I would just have to take one step to either side to be touching 
a wall. Pressure snaked its way around my chest, constricting 
my breath with every step. My ankle throbbed, a dull ache 
when my foot was still and a shooting pain up to my hip when 
I used it. The phone became clearer and clearer in my view as I 
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walked and so did the lump behind it. I crouched in front of the 
phone. I still had the glass grasped in one hand so I would have 
to pick it up with the other. If I let go of the glass would he stir 
and attack me? I didn’t kill him, I couldn’t have. Please, please be 
alive. I didn’t want to nudge him. I looked down at the phone 
and dropped the glass. Its screen was cracked and speckled with 
blood. A man’s voice screamed from the other end. 

“Bridget! Bridge! Are you ok? Please answer me!” 
I picked up the phone. The lump moved. I saw black. 
[A lot of leading here]
I opened my eyes. My body was cushioned all around. 

Lights danced against the undersides of the trees. I was moving 
quickly, but I was perfectly still. I heard a door open. Plastic 
traveled up and over the bridge of my nose and down the sides 
of my face and stopped at my chin. I eased my eyes shut because 
it was too much. 

That night Lily’s machines went crazy. She only needed 
them when she slept. Mom and Dad rushed her out to the car I 
followed. They said they were going to the hospital and to stay 
here and my aunt would be here soon. I was sitting on the front 
stoop. It was still dark; the sun hadn’t woken yet. I watched my 
aunt’s car pull up. She sat with me.  

“What’s wrong with Lily?” I ask.
“You know it’s hard for Lily to breathe because of her lungs. 

Where are your lungs, Vivian?” 
I pointed to my chest. I knew all about lungs because Lily’s 

lungs were sick. They were sick because when we were babies 
my lungs got so big and hers stayed small. I asked the doctor 
one day as I sat at the end of Lily’s hospital bed, if I could trade 
lungs with her and he said no. 

“I never said sorry to Lily.”  
“For what, Viv?” 
“For taking up all the space and hurting her when we were 

babies.” 
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My aunt shushed me and stroked my hair. We sat on 
the porch as the sun rose and as the big kids lined up at the bus 
stop for school. Aunt Ellen said we should go inside, it was cold. I 
sat as the day warmed and dogs barked and leaves fell. I sat as 
the sun set. Aunt Ellen said it was bedtime then the car pulled 
up. My parents got out and shut their doors. They were walking 
towards the house. They forgot to get Lily out of her car seat. 
I ran to the car and pulled on the side door handle but it was 
locked. 

“Mommy, unlock the door so I can get Lily.”  
Mom turned to my aunt. 
“Ellen, take her, I can’t handle her right now.”  
The next time I saw Lily and my parents was at the funeral.  
My head was pounding when I opened my eyes again. 

Everything was too bright. A robotic bird chirped in my right ear. 
My brain felt like it was untethered in my head. I looked around 
Lily’s face filled my view. For a moment I thought I was dead, that 
it was over really and truly. The robotic bird chirped faster. Then 
my eyes focused to see the girl was in a hospital gown. Her neck 
was bruised and she had a scratch above her eye. I was wearing 
the same gown. I was in the hospital, the hospital where Lily 
died. I never got to say goodbye.

“Oh, you’re awake, thank goodness.” The girl said. Her eyes 
were wide. “They have police outside, to guard us. They caught 
the guy.” She seemed like she was reassuring herself more than 
me.

“So, he is fine? He’s not-”
She shook her head quickly. “No, God, no. Though I kind of 

wish he was. Is that terrible to say?”
I didn’t answer, but she wasn’t looking at me so I don’t think 

she really wanted an answer. She sat down on the corner of my 
hospital bed.

“Your name is Vivian, right?”  The girl said.
I nod.



15

“The officers were talking about you. I don’t think you were 
in trouble they were just getting the story straight.”

The room was silent save for the sighing and beeping of the 
machines. We didn’t look at each other.

“You saved me, you know?” She reached towards my hand 
but thought again and pulled back. I looked at my hand. It was 
wrapped in bandages, there were no doubt stitches.

“L- Bridget, how are you feeling?” 
“I’m okay. Just shaken up mostly, you seemed to have 

gotten it a lot worse.”  
“I’ll survive,” I say, not caring to think what my face might 

look like.
“Thank you, so much. I don’t know many people who would 

do that for a stranger.”  
Her voice rasped a little. I just nodded and tried to 

smile. She had absent-mindedly picked up the corner of the thin 
hospital blanket and tugged at the fraying edges.

“Weren’t you scared?”
“Yea.”
“Why did you help me then? Not that I’m ungrateful.”
“I figured you were more scared. I would have wanted 

someone to do it for me.”
She let out a sad laugh, “yea.”
She stared at me, her gaze taking in my sore face and 

stitched up hand. I instinctively curled my fingers over my palm 
to conceal the cut; even though there were bandages.

“Wait, you were in the bathroom at the bar, right?”
I nodded. She let this sit in the air as she stared out to the 

hall.
 “Can I tell you something, Vivian?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t think that I could have done what you did. I’m sorry, 

is that horrible of me?”
“It’s ok.”
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“How did you get up the courage?” She pressed.
I somehow let myself believe you were my dead sister, and 

I don’t know if I had done it if you didn’t look like her, but I knew 
it wasn’t her. It wasn’t Lily in the bar or the alley, it was this girl 
I barely knew, and I don’t know where my courage came from, 
maybe it was from Lily.

I shrugged.
“I’m gonna let you rest, I’ll see you.” Bridget stood up. “Can 

I buy you something? I don’t know I kind of want to pay you 
back somehow. You were smoking at the bar. Do you want 
cigarettes?”

“No,” I say quietly, “I think I’m going to quit.”
She stood in the doorway for a moment, the light from the 

hall glowed around her white robe.
“Ok, well I’m gonna go. Bye, Vivian.”
“Goodbye,” Lily.
She left. I allow myself to sink into the thin hospital mattress 

and feel every ache. On the bedside table there is a landline. I 
picked it up and dialed the only number I know by heart.

It rang only once.
“Hello.”
“Amy, can we talk?”


