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Chapter 1

I had been drifting off to sleep on the couch when the phone rang. I 
had to get up to answer it because it was in the kitchen, attached to the wall. 
It was an old, black rotary phone that came with the house when I moved 
in and I kept it because up here, in Watkins Glen, the cell signals bounce 
around the hills and skitter off the broken ridges above the gorge outside of 
town, never to be heard from again, so you can miss a lot of calls. Not that 
I get a lot of calls, which is why the hoarse, scratchy ring of the telephone 
startled me so much. I stumbled into the kitchen, trying to remember if it 
was morning or night.

Actually, according to the clock near the sink, it was just after ten p.m., 
meaning that I had fallen asleep on the couch, watching tv. Still feeling like 
I should follow the trail of images fading away in the blurry wake of the 
dream I’d been having (handsome people, great granite cities, eagles soaring 
through the desert, all shreds of scenes from the commercials punctuating 
the show I’d been watching), it took me a moment to register the identity 
of the person who said hello to me when I picked up the phone. Steven? 
Oh yes, Steven, my nephew. That was quite a surprise: as long as I’ve lived in 
Watkins Glen, he’d never called me, except maybe on my birthday. 

“Hey, Aunt Susan,” he said. “How are you?”
“I’m fine,” I told him. And then I asked, “What’s wrong?”
He laughed, but it was the sound of agreement: Okay, good, let’s not 

pretend this is just me calling from California to be sociable. “Have you talked 
to my father recently?” he asked.

“No,” I told him, which was true, now that I thought about it. I hadn’t 
spoken to my brother, Mark, in a couple of months. That wasn’t particularly 
unusual: we kept in touch but not frequently, maybe an email or a phone 
call here and there a couple of times a year. Mark was seventy and I was 
sixty-five; he lived in Brooklyn and since I’d moved from Queens about 
fifteen years ago, we rarely had occasion to see each other. Since his wife 
had died a few years back, I had made more of an effort, but maybe not 
enough. Probably not, but neither did he.

“Well,” Steven said, “I think there might be something wrong.”
“Like what?” I asked.
There was a lot of noise in the background where Steven was, pre-

sumably at home in San Francisco. Kids, the television, a dog barking: the 
mixed sounds of family life on a Saturday afternoon on the West Coast. 
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Steven was somewhere in his middle thirties—I couldn’t remember exactly 
how old. But I knew he had a wife, two boys, and a job at a tech firm that 
serviced international financial institutions. He was smart and well-raised 
and a perfectly nice, sensible man; if he was worried about his father, he 
probably had reason to be.

“I’m not sure,” Steven replied. “He just sounds…I don’t know. Weird, 
I guess. I mean, when I talk to him on the phone, he sounds off, somehow. 
All he talks about is his painting.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “His what?”
“You didn’t know?”
“About painting? Painting what?”
“Pictures, I guess. He’s painting pictures.”
“Why?” I asked.
“That’s just it,” Steven said. “I have no idea. Did he maybe paint when 

he was a kid?”
“Paint? No, of course not. But he’s painting now? Painting pictures?”
It was hard to imagine. We were hardly the artist types, in my family. 

My father, who worked in his brothers’ upholstery business for most of the 
year, had another life—a summer life—in which he was fiercely, rebelliously 
in love with driving cars as fast as he could make them go and my mother, 
apparently, liked to watch him do that. My brother and I were different 
than our parents—what Mark was really good at, what he loved, was math 
and in fact, he became a math teacher after finishing graduate school, and 
I was, well, some other kind of person. But Mark being interested art? 
Painting? No way.

“So, it is weird, right?” Steven said, repeating himself. “Sometimes, now, 
he doesn’t even answer the phone though I don’t think he goes out anymore 
except to buy more art supplies.” He said “art supplies,” the way someone 
from another family might have said their father had suddenly taken to 
purchasing assault rifles or garden gnomes. “I have to call the next-door 
neighbor, Mrs. Makofsky, and she has to go bang on his door.”

“Alright,” I said, because I understood what Steven wanted me to do 
and I thought I probably should. “I’ll phone him.”

“If you have to call Mrs. Makofsy, try buttering her up with a little 
Yiddish,” Steven said as he then gave me her number, which I quickly jot-
ted down. “She can be cranky until she hears someone speaking the native 
language,” he added.
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“Listen,” I said, “I only know a few words. My father—your grandfa-
ther—wouldn’t speak Yiddish unless he absolutely had to. I only heard it 
when we were around the upholsterers.” 

“Ha!” Steven said, sounding a little easier now that he’d enlisted my 
help in dealing with his father. “I haven’t heard about them in a long time. 
Your father’s older brothers, right? Two of them? Three?” 

I reminded myself that my nephew had never met my father or his 
brothers, all of whom had died before he was born. “Two,” I replied. “Avrum 
and Lazer, the Jewish lords of Kleinzinger’s Upholstery on Mount Eden 
Avenue in the Bronx. My father, David, hated every minute he worked there.”

“Which was as little as he could, from what my dad told me,” Steven 
said. “You will call him, right?”

“I promise,” I told him. “As soon as I hang up with you.”
Which is what I did, almost, because first I poured myself a glass of 

wine and drank it standing by the sink, looking out the window. I could 
see the moon, looking chilly and ornamental, as it seemed to hang amid 
the branches of the oak trees at the foot of my backyard. The oaks were the 
front line of a deep woods where deer lived, along with racoons and owls 
and who knew what else. There was nothing to see out there tonight, though, 
just the moon and the tall trees.

When I finished my wine, I dialed Mark’s number—like me, he still 
had a landline—and when he didn’t answer, I tried his cell, but as Steven 
had warned, I got voicemail on both tries. So, I then tried his neighbor, who 
did pick up. It took me a while to explain who I was, since we had never 
spoken before. She didn’t quite seem to get what I was saying so I tried the 
remedy my nephew had suggested. “Meyn bruder,” I said, hoping I’d come 
up with the right Yiddish translation for “my brother.” Then I repeated it. 

“Meyn bruder, Mark,” I said. “Next door. I’m his shvester.” Sister. Did I say 
that right? “Can you knock on his door? Tell him to answer his phone?”

“Yes, okay,” Mrs. Makofsky replied. “Ich gey.” I’m going—I was pretty 
sure that was what she said in a voice that sounded seriously old, though 
I know that for me, now, to think of someone as old, it’s hard not to also 
think of the fact that the distance between some elderly person and myself 
is not the long and winding road I once perceived it to be.

I waited for a little while, listening to the crackle of static on the land-
line until Mrs. Makofsky finally came back and spoke to me again. “He’ll 
pick up the phone now,” she said. “Call him soon before he forgets.”



6

I wanted to ask her what she meant by “before he forgets”—since when 
was that a problem for Mark? But she said “zay gezunt” to me, meaning 
good-bye, and hung up the phone before I had a chance to ask her anything 
at all.

I looked out the window again and saw that all the light was gone 
from the horizon and the moon had risen higher in the sky. The woods 
were almost invisible now, out there in the gathering darkness. That was 
the scene outside; inside, in my kitchen with its old wooden cabinets and 
scarred sink, the scene was me, just me, standing with the telephone receiver 
in my hand, listening to static.

I hung up the phone, retrieved my cell from the coffee table where I’d 
left it and went to sit out on the back steps. I scrolled through my contacts, 
found my brother’s name and touched the number. In Brooklyn, miles and 
miles away, Mark’s phone rang and this time, he picked up.

“Hey,” I said. “It’s me.”
“Susie!” Mark said brightly. “How are you?”
“I’m fine,” I told him. “What about you?”
“Oh, you know,” he said vaguely. 
“No, I don’t. That’s why I’m calling. Why don’t you answer your phone 

unless Mrs. Makofsky comes to get you?”
“That’s only sometimes,” he said. And then he added, “When I’m busy.”
“Busy doing what?” I asked him, since I wasn’t sure I was supposed to 

know. Maybe what Steven wanted was for me to pretend he hadn’t prompted 
this call so I should just play dumb. But as soon as the idea crossed my mind 
I immediately dismissed it. What Steven wanted didn’t matter but what did 
was that this conversation was already a little strange. The sense of familiarity 
underlying our conversation seemed right—however many months went by 
between phone calls, my brother and I always seemed to be able to talk to 
each other like friends. Not the closest of friends, maybe, not people who 
knew all the ins and outs of each other’s lives, all the details, but more like 
we were on separate paths that were just close enough for us to look over 
once in a while and remember to say, Hey, hello, I’m still hanging around, as 
we went our different ways. But tonight, some sort of balance shift seemed 
to have taken place that perhaps I had unintentionally initiated and my 
brother was going along with. Listening to myself talk to Mark, I thought 
I sounded like a quarrelsome older sister asking questions of an evasive 
younger sibling, when that had never been the case. He was the older brother, 
the calm, sensible, scholarly guy who was always grounded, always doing 
fine in contrast to me, the wayward sister. But he didn’t sound grounded to 
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me right now; he sounded—as Steven had said—just off, somehow. Too 
distracted, maybe? Or the opposite—too cheery? Anyway, not exactly himself.

I waited a moment or two but he didn’t answer my question about 
what he was doing so I brought up the subject myself. “I hear you’re paint-
ing pictures,” I said.

He laughed, a soft, embarrassed laugh that was also something I wasn’t 
used to hearing from him. “Yeah, I guess so,” he replied.

Noting that he hadn’t bothered to ask how I knew what he was doing, 
I pressed on with my questions. “Pictures of what?” I asked.

“Oh, different things. Like things I see out the front window of the 
apartment: buildings, people walking dogs, the sunset. Trees. Nothing spe-
cial.” He laughed again. “I guess they’re kind of cheesy, if you think about it.”

Think about it? I still couldn’t imagine it. What was I supposed to 
see in my mind? My seventy-year old brother in a paint-splattered shirt 
standing at an easel painting sunsets? “When did this start?” I asked him.

“A while ago,” he said, which was not a helpful answer. I was think-
ing about how I could wrangle some more specific information from him 
about when he had taken up this newfound hobby—if that was what it 
was—when he returned to subject of what kind of pictures he was actually 
painting. “There are some other things I’ve painted,” Mark said. “Other 
scenes, like from Watkins Glen.”

“Really?” I said. “Like what?”
“Do you remember all the times in the summer when Daddy took us 

out to those back roads where he drove in the drag races?”
“Sure. Are you painting that?”
“Well, not the races, no. And not the cars. Just how it was to be there 

in the summer: the fields around where Daddy used to race, and the hills 
in the distance. Hawks circling in the sky, flowers growing in the ditches by 
the side of the road. Nothing special, I guess but, well, it’s what I remember.”

“Do you ever paint pictures of Daddy and Mommy?” I asked, suddenly 
caught up not only in what he was talking about, which was our child-
hood—our summers, actually, just as Mark had said—but the language 
we would have used then, as well. Daddy and Mommy. But that sounded 
like I was joining in some kind of retro kid-speak or something like that: 
decades had gone by since I had even thought of my parents that way. So, 
Dad and Mom: that was how reasonable people our age would refer to our 
long-departed parents and I told myself that if this conversation kept on in 
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the direction it was going—and I assumed it would—that was how I would 
name our mother and father.

But with that settled in my mind, I was willing enough to remember 
our childhood summers when our parents would move up here, to Watkins 
Glen, decamping from the Bronx for a few months so my father could escape 
from the upholstery business where his older brothers employed him. In the 
summer, our father was a happy fellow, and one with a little money in his 
pocket because he had a real talent for what he did from June to the end 
of August, which was getting paid good, hard cash to drive other people’s 
cars very fast on short, flat stretches of back-country dirt roads. In the sum-
mer, our dad was the king of the back-road drag racers in the Finger Lakes 
region of upstate New York.

“I don’t have to paint pictures of mommy and daddy,” My brother told 
me. I still have photos of them. Don’t you?”

“Of Mom and Dad? Yes, I’m sure I still have some in a box somewhere,” 
I replied. But I was confused by his answer and didn’t exactly know what to 
make of it: did he mean that he was only painting what he saw outside his 
window or through some selective window in his mind? Maybe that didn’t 
matter—for now, anyway. I didn’t know how long Mark was willing to stay 
on the line, talking to me. At the moment, he seemed to be chatting away 
happily enough, but he continued to sound like something was not quite 
right with him. Maybe it was that odd tone in his voice, like he was strain-
ing to sound normal when everything else—his sudden, out-of-the-blue 
obsession with painting, his reluctance to answer the phone, his references to 
our childhood, which he usually veered away from—pointed to the fact that 
normal was not the right way to describe where, or who he was right now.

“Listen, Mark,” I began, not exactly sure how to say the next thing I 
had to say but thinking there was almost no other question that came to 
mind, no other way to go, “are you sure you’re alright?”

“Yes and no,” he said. “Maybe more no.”
And then, something happened that never did, not in my presence 

anyway, not even when we were children and certainly not since the once 
he’d wept quietly at his wife’s funeral or during any conversation we’d ever 
had on the phone. Just before he hung up—which was the next thing he 
did—my brother Mark began to cry.
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