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A few years after the fact, Brigid happened across a letter 
about her mother, Genevieve, and what to do about the 
whole situation. The letter was from Brigid’s aunt Fran-

ces to all the other aunts and uncles, meant to be passed from 
one to the other. “Only rarely have we touched on the effects of 
all this on her children,” the letter began,

though if we were outsiders, looking at the thing ab-
stractly, we would lament the effect on the children 
equally with Genevieve’s unhappy condition. Bad table 
manners can be corrected more easily as they mature, 
and social pressure increases their desire to be equal 
to social situations. The children’s habits of inconsid-
eration toward others, rudeness, flagrantly insulting re-
marks with no correction—all these may not become 
too deeply rooted for them to change later on when 
they acquire a more mature attitude toward their ef-
fect on others. But no small factor in their personality 
development is Genevieve’s constant repetition of their 
father’s imagined criminal characteristics. By now, I am 
pretty certain that they do not swallow all of this, but, 
no matter how objectively they reserve their judgment, 
it is bound to have its effect.

The letter went on, five closely typed pages, laying out the argu-
ments for and against the institutionalization of Genevieve. 

At her present remove Brigid found she could muster a sort 
of clinical interest in the discussion. At the time she had, to be 
sure, sensed a decision was being arrived at by the powers. But 
here was the matter as it had actually transpired. It was only a 
little dismaying to note how little she and Barry had actually 
figured into the whole thing: mentioned in the first paragraph, 
then more or less forgotten. 

Well, that was fitting, she supposed.

City Light

michael byers
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Naturally it gave her a creepy feeling to see how she had 
been so nakedly considered without her knowing it. She and 
her brother Barry. And “flagrantly insulting remarks” indeed! 
Nothing that certain persons hadn’t had coming. 

Still, by the time she discovered the letter in her uncle’s office, 
some of the heat had passed. And she felt she had a reasonably 
clear view of everyone involved. Her father was something of a 
bastard. But of course he had not, as her mother had claimed, 
arranged for the murder of anyone, or lied to pass the bar exam, 
or blackmailed anyone in order to become a partner at his firm. 
It was her mother who was crazy. And who had, in fact, eventu-
ally been put away. 

 
Brigid was then living with her uncle James (her mother’s much 
younger brother) and James’s girlfriend, Ava. Ava was consider-
ably older than James—maybe as much as twenty years, though 
Brigid had never asked. James was all of thirty-five, while Ava 
had to be in her fifties, the daughter of a Canadian lumber bar-
on, wrinkled and frog-faced, brown as a nut in summer. James 
was a slight, dashing boatbuilder, easy drinker, clear of eye and 
mind, glad and handsome. It was a puzzle. But Ava and James 
had taken her in. They treated her decently. She had her own 
room, overlooking Howe Street and the corner of the cemetery 
where the brick retaining wall bulged. She took two buses to 
get to high school every morning, but she was sixteen, and she’d 
survived the worst of things. By now she felt she could more or 
less make her way in the world. 

Barry was only twelve, living with their father. “We can only 
take one of you,” her father had explained. 

Why? Because her father had two new babies, and there 
wasn’t room for Brigid. Further evidence of his bastardsome 
nature, as if she needed any. And he was a cheapskate too. Once 
in a while there came a handout in the form of spending mon-
ey, but this was unreliable and never enough. She had always 
sewn some of her own clothes, and in current rotation she had 
four wool skirts and three acceptable dresses, but of course she 
needed other things, other necessities. She could not bear to ask 
James and Ava for money, and anyway money was a strange 
question with them. She had an understanding that Ava had 
been cut out of her family’s fortune for some reason—some-
thing that had happened long before Ava had taken up with 
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James. Or the money had been there, a promise, before vanish-
ing. At any rate, Ava did not have it. You could look at a map 
of Vancouver Island and find Kelly Lake Provincial Park, where 
Ava’s father had removed timber from almost a million acres. 
And in James’s office was a guidebook to Victoria, bc, in which 
the Kelly Mansion was pictured. It was now apartments, Ava 
remarked when Brigid asked. 

A perfect equanimity in Ava’s voice, as though no explana-
tion were needed.

It was all intriguing, but she didn’t like to pry. They had tak-
en her in, after all, when none of the others had offered, includ-
ing Frances, the letter writer. 

And maybe they just assumed she knew everything already.
James worked at a boatyard on Lake Union, at the bottom of 

the hill. He designed and built cruisers and commercial fishing 
boats. The understanding was that he could have made a good 
deal more money if he’d wanted, if he’d really applied himself 
to the business, which he ran with a partner, Bill Throm. But 
James preferred to sort of lollygag around, doing enough to get 
by. And he and Bill both liked their whiskey. 

At any rate James and Ava seemed to assume her father was 
providing her with enough money to supply herself with what 
she needed, because they hardly ever offered anything. And 
their offers always followed some bout she would have with her 
father, and in such circumstances Brigid could hardly accept 
anything. James and Ava always seemed relieved to be turned 
down, having done their duty by their niece. 

“Any time you’re a little short,” James might say, confident 
she would never take him up on it.

   
So in the summer between her junior and senior years at Queen 
Anne High, Brigid found herself a job at City Light. She was a 
summer fill-in for a pregnant girl. It was just an office job, first 
in the typing pool and then, a few weeks later, in the billing 
department, where she opened the envelopes containing checks 
and stacked them up, making penciled entries in a huge ledger. 
It was a mishmash of a place, some of the workers just girls like 
her out to make some pin money and some sloppy, loud women 
obviously unsuited for anything better. And some matrons who 
had been there forever and patrolled the aisles with a lordly air. 
She was not tempted to make friends with anyone. Obviously 

2-CRSpring17fictionandessays.indd   5 11/4/2016   2:51:38 PM



colorado review

6

no one else here was much of a reader, or had been the coeditor 
of their high school newspaper, as she was, unprecedented for 
a junior. 

She worried about how she smelled and looked. She clapped 
her arms to her sides, aware sometimes of the heat and odor she 
was producing, though no one else seemed to mind that they 
smelled.

On her lunch hour she would duck away and unwrap her flat 
sandwich and drink coffee from her thermos while sitting on a 
wall in the sun. It was just a few blocks farther to the water-
front where the ferries moved in and out. And Pioneer Square 
with its drunks and lunatics was in sight. Now and then some 
Indian would come rolling up the hill as far as her wall, stagger-
ing across the sidewalks and teetering into traffic. She was well 

informed about the ter-
rible injustices that had 
been done to the Na-
tive populations of the 
United States, and so she 
would watch these ap-
proaches with what she 
hoped was a mild, con-
cerned regard. Not the 
cackling delight of some 

of the others who sat nearby. And of course she’d had plenty of 
dealings with crazies. She had learned to master her discomfort. 
They really had no idea what they were saying. They hardly 
knew you were there. Once in a while one of them would careen 
past, sometimes catching at her glance. “You have the look of a 
terrible enterprise,” a toothless man informed her.

“You got a boyfriend?” someone shrieked, after he’d sailed by.
How well she knew that sort of walk, that look of helpless, 

frightened witness, how familiar that impelled speech. Some-
one’s son or brother. Or father.

“She wishes,” someone else said.
She was generally seen as a cold fish, of course. 
Only one more year. And then she’d be gone from here forever.

It was August when she learned from her father that her mother 
was being released from the loony bin and sent home.

“I’m not going back there,” Brigid said. “Not in a million years.”

How well she knew that 
sort of walk, that look 
of helpless, frightened 
witness, how familiar that 
impelled speech. }
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“No one expects you to.” He was on the doorstep, having 
come to James and Ava’s house and rung the doorbell like a 
salesman, hat in hand. “I just thought you’d like to know she’s 
out in the world again.”

“I’m not interested.”
He shrugged. “Barry went over there.”
Her heart sagged, deflated. “He shouldn’t. You shouldn’t let 

him. He’ll end up staying over there, and it’s not safe.”
“It’s safe enough.”
“It is not safe to live in that house with that woman. She is 

going to burn that house down around herself.”
Her father only shrugged again. He was looking older, older, 

his two new babies wearing him down. He was too old to have 
tiny children.

 
Brigid conducted a running argument in her head with him. 
And sometimes with James and the others: Frances, Bernard, 
Everett, June—all her mother’s siblings, who formed the Greek 
chorus of this particular drama. But mostly with her father, 
who was the principal player. In this argument she asked her 
father why he’d left her and Barry with their crazy mother for 
so long. How exactly he had justified to himself leaving the 
house, taking up with his new wife, having babies with her, 
while she and Barry remained in the care of an increasingly 
loony woman.

I felt you were in reasonably good hands, he might answer in 
her head.

How could you possibly? You yourself left her because she 
was losing her marbles.

That’s not why I left.
You can’t tell me that with a straight face.
She wasn’t all that bad until afterward.
But that’s not true! 
She might insist that he explain why he’d left them behind. 

Why exactly? 
I thought you could take care of yourselves. You’re very re-

sponsible, and I knew you would be able to look after your 
brother.

But that’s not my duty. That’s your duty, yours and hers. And 
obviously it was beyond her capacities.

He might hold up his hands, beginning to surrender.
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You should have taken care of us. You shouldn’t have let us stay.
Always at some point during these imaginary arguments he 

would fall silent, unable to outlast her. Whereas in real life he 
would just say something like “We did what we thought was 
best, and don’t give me any more grief about it.”

She also imagined brandishing the letter. She had more or less 
memorized it. Brandishing it in all their faces, so they would 
know she knew:

The doctor’s remarks to me were along the lines that we 
were sacrificing two children to Genevieve’s paranoia, 
and that if she was going to go off her rocker, maybe 
it would be best, for the children’s sake, to let her. At 
that point, we parted company with his opinion. The 
unanimous opinion of the family was that any damage 
she was doing to the children was not to be compared 
with the damage to her and to the children if she went 
insane. A great deal of our own selfishness was mixed 
into this, as we much preferred to let the children take 
the risks while we kept our sister out of a public institu-
tion.

Exactly so.
You sacrificed us! she imagined herself declaiming. What 

gave you the right?
What could they possibly say? How could they possibly argue 

with her, when she had all the evidence? 

One of the things her mother had got up to, for example: col-
lecting newspapers from garbage cans all over the neighbor-
hood, then bringing them home and stacking them against the 
electric baseboard heaters. 

“But they’re too close,” Brigid would point out, during those 
days. “They’re going to catch fire.”

“No they’re not. You’re always worrying.”
“They are going to catch fire.”
“How do you know?” her mother had said. “What makes 

you think you know everything?"
“Well, but why do they have to be right up against the wall? 

What’s the purpose? And they smell.”
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“It keeps out the signals. That’s what they’re for.”
The signals were from the radar station at the top of the hill, 

where Fort Lawton was. 
It had been possible to inch the papers away from the heaters 

without her mother objecting. You pretended to stack them, tidy 
them, and when you were done you left them a few inches from 
the wall, while Barry would plop himself on the sofa and play 
his fifteen-dollar guitar in hopes of distracting their mother.

“I know what you’re doing,” she would say. But she permitted it.
At night in her narrow bed, Brigid would listen for her moth-

er’s restless wandering and calculate to what degree the papers 
had been moved back against the heaters. She developed an es-
cape plan. If she smelled smoke she would go to Barry’s room, 
bring him down the hall, open the tiny bedroom window above 
her desk, help him out, then follow him onto the roof. There 
they could climb down the towering hemlock. Their mother 
would have to fend for herself.

Then their mother became convinced that wild pigs were be-
ing sent down out of Fort Lawton into the ferny hillside that 
was their backyard. The base commanders were sending the 
pigs after her garden because she was known to make a fuss 
about all the base traffic, the big military vehicles rumbling past 
for half an hour without a pause. Then it developed that the 
base commander could overhear their conversations about the 
pigs because the radar device at the top of the hill could see into 
their thoughts, despite the papers stacked everywhere. 

Their mother took to wrapping her head in a blue bandana to 
guard her mind. Puffy brown bags appeared beneath her eyes. 
She developed a hunch. She spent hours just smoking in front of 
the cold fireplace, tapping her ashes onto the dusty bricks and 
stepping side to side, hour after hour, placing her weight first on 
one slippered foot and then the other. Or she would disappear 
into the basement, pursuing some project that had to do with 
the workings of the furnace, which was suggesting itself to her 
as a listening machine. 

Getting groceries was difficult because their father had taken 
the car. So during some periods there had been little to eat be-
yond bread and butter or canned green beans from the base-
ment pantry. Of course it was impossible to go to the neighbors. 
To admit their extremity would have been unthinkable. 
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These were the things she and Barry had been experiencing 
while the rest of the family wrote letters back and forth. Decid-
ing whether or not to rescue them, and electing not to.

Unforgivable.

The house was the same—changed, but the same. Her mother 
was on the living room sofa, smoking. Her eyes were smudged. 
She didn’t look any better, just a little more worn out. Still, 
it was arresting to see her in the flesh again after almost two 
years. So much smaller, as though some inflating pressure had 
been released. 

“What are you doing here?” her mother asked.
“I am here to check on my brother.”
“You are not. Look at you. You’re here to make trouble.” 

Hunched and coiled on the sofa, drawn up into herself like a 
snail. 

“I’m not, Mama.”
“Where’d you get those clothes?” 
“I made them. And I bought these shoes with my own money.”
“I bet you did.” There it was, that dirty, knowing look, the 

suspicious sneer. 
Unable to prevent herself she said, “James and Ava have been 

very hospitable.”
“Hospitable!” her mother hooted. “Those two drunks.” 
“All right, well,” she said, “I see nothing has changed be-

tween us,” and went upstairs to her brother’s room. He had 
moved a few clothes back in and his second-best guitar, which 
he was strumming while lying on his back on the bed, now too 
short for him. “Oh, Barry,” she gulped.

“Brigitta!"
“Why are you here?”
He craned his neck up. “I’m not really here. Only two nights 

a week.”
“Why?”
He played a chord. “Mm, I’m used to it. Not much worse 

than Dad’s at the present moment, to be completely honest. At 
least here I have all my old stuff.” 

“But she’s going to burn the house down.”
“Nah. We have an agreement.”
“You can’t have an agreement with her, Barry! She’s a lunatic!”
He let his head drop back to the bed. “I’ll use our plan,” he 

said. “If the place starts to go up, I’ll boot it out of here.”
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His black ringlets, his green eyes with their dark rims, his big 
shovel of a jaw—how handsome, how sweet and endangered. 
He was playing some sort of jazz now, flat on his back, staring 
at a spot on the ceiling. “What if you came and stayed with 
me?” she asked.

“Those two drunks!” he cried, mildly. 
“They’re not drunks.”
“Straw that breaks the camel’s back,” he observed. “C’est 

moi. They let me in there and they know I’m four years from 
getting out somewhere on my own—they start to get vurry vur-
ry squirruly. Nah, it’s okay, baby. I’ll survive.”

“Goddamn you!”
“Nah,” he said. “It’s okay.”
Downstairs her mother was in the same place on the sofa, a 

little light in her eyes now that Brigid had been defeated. Every-
thing was audible everywhere in the tiny house. She wouldn’t 
have missed a word.

“Well, good luck,” she told her mother. “I hope you don’t kill 
my brother with your stupid, insane scheming.”

Her mother tapped her ashes. “Look who’s talking.”
From the bottom of the driveway—a long fall to the road, 

through the green pasture of the lawn, past the plum trees her 
parents had planted long ago when they’d built the house togeth-
er—the little red cottage stood so charmingly under the hem-
locks. And behind it climbed the lush green hillside, the creek 
trickling down. And her mother was helpless, of course. Before 
she’d gone crazy she’d been a state legislator. It was where she 
and Brigid’s father had met—he had been a legislator, too, ten 
years older. Genevieve O’Hara had been the youngest woman 
ever to serve in Olympia, in fact. Elected at age twenty-four, 
her district comprising the region on this side of the Locks, up 
the hill to the boundary of Fort Lawton, east all the way to the 
Fremont Bridge. And so very beautiful. So much promise.

And now, just this loss. Just this—oh, it all could have been 
so different.

James and Ava weren’t drunks. But without children of their 
own they had their careless ways. They had never learned to 
clean up after a night of cards and smoking with their neigh-
bors, the Palmers, and you had to learn not to be surprised 
to find people on the sofa in the morning, in the long living 
room with its tall, clear windows, the view of the chain-link 
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graveyard across the street, and here was someone, usually 
one of James’s pals, dead to the world, an arm trailing onto 
the fur rug. A sticky bottle of something on the glass tabletop 
beside him.

On the weekends Ava would be in bed until noon, a tray be-
side her and the newspaper scattered in sections. 

Don’t any of you care about ambition? Brigid sometimes 
wanted to shout. Don’t any of you have any aspirations?

In the mirror she showed some of her mother’s lost pretti-
ness. Nice green eyes and a pleasant set to her features, and 
when she used makeup she could emphasize the better parts and 
turn some heads. She had her father’s jaw, which was also her 
brother’s, a little heavy, a little forward, not perfectly flattering. 

When she wasn’t mindful, a sour, determined, caustic look 
could overtake her. She had caught herself at it once or twice 
in passing a mirror. She looked unfriendly, not someone you 
would trust, though she meant nothing by it, and if anything 
she had earned the right to that expression. But she did not 
feel it, not usually! At least not toward the people she herself 
admired or trusted.

And who were they?
The other editor on the newspaper, Christina Valdez, for 

example. 
“Are you mad at me?” Christina had once asked, at the end 

of a long meeting—it was almost nine o’clock, the city spread 
glittering beneath the windows of the art room.

“No! No. I’m not mad.”
“You look furious,” Christina had said. 
She resettled her features. “I guess I’m just tired.”
“Now you look so sad!” 
“Well, I’m not!"
Christina had come around the table and leaned over and 

given her a hug, the other girl’s heat radiating through her wooly 
red sweater. Irritating to be so thoroughly misjudged. Though 
usually Christina was good company, with her own stories to 
tell about a vanished father. 

“You should get a boyfriend” was Christina’s opinion.
Not interested.
Well, that wasn’t it exactly, but not sufficiently interested 

to expend any energy pursuing the matter. And imagine being 
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driven around town by some joker while her brother idled out 
there on Ensign Avenue. “No thanks,” she said. Though it was 
flattering, she supposed, to be thought of in that way.

And when exactly had her mother lost her marbles? Surely she’d 
been a sane person when elected to the House of Representa-
tives. Or she’d been able to fake it. 

She’d left office voluntarily—decided not to run again in order 
to have her family. So maybe staying home all day with children 
had something to do with it. Maybe some vital energies had 
been twisted by the business of raising children. Or frustrated, 
balked, made to turn sour in contempt and isolation. It was the 
fate of women, of course. Although not all women suffered her 
mother’s fate. You prob-
ably had to have some 
brains to begin with to 
go as completely nutty as 
her mother had. Other-
wise you would just end 
up like the women on the 
billing floor who griped 
and complained and 
whined on and on about 
the most trivial things, fixated on their husbands, on food, on 
what somebody had said about somebody else at lunch when 
party X was thought not to be within earshot—it was enough 
to make you stand up in the middle of that enormous room and 
scream. 

You couldn’t scream. You just had to bear it.
The fourth-floor windows looked down on the intersection 

of Second Avenue and Pike Street, and as the days got warmer 
some of the girls mounted a campaign to prop the windows 
open to admit the air. The matrons were against this. There 
was a period of mounting fuss until it was decided that on days 
when the temperature reached eighty degrees, two of the win-
dows could be opened six inches. 

This decree was announced via an all-office memo.
“This is so stupid,” Brigid could not help saying aloud.
But nobody expected anything other than this kind of poison 

from her by now. And of course if you anticipated spending 

Although not all women 
suffered her mother’s fate. 
You probably had to have 
some brains to begin with 
to go as completely nutty 
as her mother had.

{
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your whole life here, the question of the windows would be 
seen differently. You would have a real stake in such matters. It 
would not seem stupid to you.

She scolded herself for her arrogance.
But even so, to be taken up with such minutiae! She could not 

imagine it. 
Another principal topic was the men in the building. Some 

parties favored the executives whose offices were one floor 
above and who could be seen waiting to board the elevators in 
the marble lobby. A good deal of conversation was spent consid-
ering the virtues of one or another of these men, not limited to 
the young or the unmarried ones. Other parties favored the en-
gineers, who worked two floors below and often took the stairs 
instead of the elevators. Executives and engineers both wore 
white shirts and black ties and gray suits, though the executives 
tended to be older and fatter while a number of the engineers 
had a nervous, evasive aspect, as though they had been dressed 
by their mothers and were hoping not to be seen. 

She was going to marry someone none of these women had 
ever imagined for themselves. A philosopher. A professor of 
some kind. A doctor.

Their married life would be full of books, and they would 
listen to jazz and go to museums, and they would have four 
children, and she would raise them with care and love and at-
tention and all the while she would pursue her own interests. 
She could be a reporter, she could write a column for the paper 
in whatever city they ended up in, some real city far away where 
there was actually culture and art.

And how much of this showed in her face? Oh, all of it, prob-
ably. But she could not bring herself to care. 

Then came word from her brother that the power had been cut 
off at their mother’s house.

“Cut off how?” she asked, over the phone.
“I think she didn’t pay the bill,” Barry said.
Of course she hadn’t. “You should check the fuse box and 

make sure she hasn’t done anything to it.”
“I did. She hasn’t.”
“Well, then you have to stop going over there, Barry. You can’t 

live in a house without power.”
“I can’t stop. We made an agreement.”
“Who did?”

2-CRSpring17fictionandessays.indd   14 11/4/2016   2:51:39 PM



15

Byers

“Me and her.” 
He was thirteen years old now. 
“But, Bear, that means there’s no refrigerator! And there’s no 

light at night!"
“We have candles.”
“Oh, no, please, you cannot use candles in that house.”
“It’s okay,” he said. “I’m all right.”
Was no one, no one at all, going to do anything about any 

of this?
At her lunch hour the next day she hoofed her way downhill 

to the Smith Tower, where her father had offices on the ninth 
floor. She presented herself on the gray rug, a heat rising in her 
chest. “Do you know about this?” she asked.

“He called here,” her father answered, behind his glass desk.
“Well?”
“Well, she’s not completely compos mentis, I guess.”
“Then why the hell are you letting Barry live with her?"
“He’s not living there. He’s staying two nights a week to help 

keep an eye on her.” 
“You cannot let him stay there!”
He blinked, faced her cynically. “You try and tell him that. 

You go right ahead and tell him not to go see his mother and see 
what happens when you try it. In fact, I bet you already have. 
And where did that get you?”

“They’re using candles. In that house, with all that paper 
everywhere.”

Her father only sighed. Not defeated, just bored by the whole 
question. 

“You realize they have no power. That refrigerator, as you 
well know, runs on electricity.”

“Well, you work there,” her father pointed out. “Why don’t 
you do something about it?”

The outstanding bill was in the amount of fifteen dollars and 
nineteen cents. Two months’ unpaid bills. Her mother had been 
out in the world two months. So who had been paying the bills 
before then, as the house stood empty, visited only occasionally 
by family to make sure it was still standing, that everything still 
worked? 

They wouldn’t have amounted to much, but they would have 
been recorded.

The desks on the billing floor were organized by geography, 

2-CRSpring17fictionandessays.indd   15 11/4/2016   2:51:39 PM



colorado review

16

and in fact the whole floor was laid out, more or less, along the 
lines of the map of Seattle itself, Lake City to the north wall and 
Rainier Beach to the south. Her mother’s house was along the 
far western wall, at a desk presided over by one of the matrons, 
Violet P. Reeves.

“Why do you want to see it?” asked Mrs. Reeves.
“It’s my mother’s house,” she explained. “She’s behind on 

the bill.”
“These are strictly confidential ledgers, as you know. Only 

the named resident has permission to view these records.”
Brigid had no argument to muster, only desperate pleading. 

She should have been nicer to people all along, of course. It 
would have given her something to trade on. On the other hand, 
now Violet P. Reeves had something to hold over her. With a 
queenly air she took down the ledger in which 1188 Ensign Av-
enue’s bills were recorded, turned the big pages, and spun the 
ledger on the desk.

Three years of bills paid monthly. Every month the bill had 
come to a dollar or less. And everybody had taken turns: her 
father, James and Ava, Everett and Bernard and Frances and 
June. Writing these tiny checks.

These tiny sums. Why did they infuriate her so?
Because it was easy to help when it cost you nothing, that’s 

why. Now, when it mattered, that bunch couldn’t be bothered.
In order to turn the power back on, the bill had to be paid 

in full. Violet P. Reeves took Brigid’s money, counted the coins 
with her mouth slightly agape. Then she wrote out a receipt, 
recorded the bill as paid, and handed her a slip to pass to the 
engineers, who would turn the power back on.

“Thank you,” she said.
“I do hope things improve at home,” Mrs. Reeves said.

She was balled up with fury and loathing.
She presented the receipt to James and Ava. James took it 

with a guilty wince. “By rights, this is your mother’s to pay,” 
he said.

“But she is not paying it, and my brother, you remember him, 
he’s the thirteen-year-old, the one staying over there to take care 
of her on the weekends, he’s living there without power unless 
someone makes sure this gets taken care of from now on.”

James handed the receipt to Ava, who laid it aside.
“I’d like my fifteen dollars and nineteen cents, please.”
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James turned up his hands. “You know, we have been paying 
and paying and paying. Eventually she has to stand on her own 
feet or not. We have been paying.”

“Barely anything! I saw the ledgers!”
“And the hospital,” he began, then trailed off, because the 

hospital had not cost anyone a penny.
“Some brother you are,” she said.
“Oh, Brigid,” Ava sighed. “You don’t know anything about 

it.”
“I know plenty! I’ve seen your letters!"
“And don’t forget,” her uncle shrugged, a look of stricken 

apology coming over him, “you know, you, we’re paying for 
you too.”

“Paying what?”
“You sleep here. You eat here.” He would not meet her eye. 

“That’s not nothing to us. And you, Brigid, can be hard to take 
occasionally. You can be a real hard case sometimes.”

Tears leapt to her eyes. 
“We have our own lives,” he said.
“You’re not always a delight to have around,” Ava suggested.
“Well, I do my best,” she managed. “I try my hardest to be a 

decent and reasonable person.”
But not hard enough, it seemed. Not for them.

Did she ever need to speak to anyone in her family ever again? 
Not necessarily. Not if she went to stay with Christina Valdez. 
The idea had been mentioned, the possibility was there. She 
could very well disappear, and who in her family would mind? 
She would be out of their hair. She could get herself to college 
on her own grades, on her own initiative. She knew she could.

But this would mean sacrificing her brother to their indiffer-
ence. Or allowing him to sacrifice himself. 

“Please, can you please be careful when Barry’s here?” she 
asked her mother, the next time she was there. “Please?"

“I’m careful,” her mother said. 
“Because, listen, Mama, listen. I worry,” she said. “I worry 

about you starting a fire when he’s here. You smoke all the time, 
and you leave your cigarettes around, and you put the papers 
too close to the baseboard heaters. You know that, right?”

Her mother clamped her mouth shut, shook her head twice—
no, no. 

“But it’s true. I need you to understand it’s true.”
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Her mother exhaled, made a gesture of brisk surrender. 
“So it’s important to me that we understand one another, all 

right? Nobody else is going to watch over him while he’s here. 
It’s just you and him. You have to let him take care of you. And 
the house, you have to let him take care of things, all right?”

“He’s perfectly willing,” her mother answered.
“Well, exactly! Perfectly willing. And able. So you should let 

him. Don’t interfere, all right?”
Her mother shrugged once.
“I’m going to make sure the power stays on,” Brigid said.
“Well, that’s your lookout.”
“I know. But I want you to know that I’m the one doing it. 

I’m the one doing that for you. And in exchange I need you to 
be careful. And you can’t do things like not paying the light bill. 
You have to be a little bit responsible too. You have to help him 
help you.”  

“I thought you had some access to the important areas,” her 
mother said. “So I let it turn off so nobody would get hurt.”

“You mean the power.”
Her mother nodded.
“You let the power go off so you wouldn’t hurt anybody, you 

mean.”
Her mother nodded frantically now, peering up, concerned, 

from within her nest of hair. 
She could feel her heart breaking, breaking. “You did that 

because you don’t want to hurt anybody, do you?"
“You had me right!” her mother cried. “You had me right! 

Only you!”
It was a naked plea for help, for mercy, for companionship 

and care. Maybe in another world, another life, she could have 
answered it. But with things as they were, it was impossible. Not 
if she wanted anything like the life she knew she could make for 
herself. “No, Mama,” she said, gathering her things, leaning 
down and planting a final kiss on her mother’s soft, beautiful 
forehead, as a great, grave sadness entered her, it seemed, for 
good. “Not me, either, sweetheart.”
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