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2 WILLIAM SAROYAN

flowers from the peach trees into the
house and place them in a black vase.

When we saw the pink flowers in the
black vase, suddenly we would feel that
all was splendid. The flowers seemed to
mean that we were alive and we used to
laugh about it. In the winter we laughed
a great deal. We would be bad-humored
and sorrowful for weeks, and then sud-
denly all of us would begin to laugh.
We would laugh 15 or 20 minutes and
then we would be bad-humored and sor-
rowful again. It was all splendid and at
the same time we felt that it must be
rather sad because it was in us to feel
puzzled and useless.

One afternoon my brother Krikor came
home with a piece of cactus in his hand.
He said to me, “Did you know that all of
this country was desert once and that
cactus was growing everywhere?”

“Do you mean,” I asked, {no one was
living here?”

“No one but animals and insects and
things like that,” said Krikor. “No peo-
ple.”

I thought of our valley without people
and streets and houses and I thought it
was very strange.

“Do you mean,” I said, “all the way
to Selma and all the way to Clovis and
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3 THE BROKEN WHEEL

all the way to Kerman, past Skaggs
Bridge?”

“T mean the whole valley,” Krikor re-
plied. “I mean all this level land between
the Coast Range and the Sierra Nevada
Mountains. All this country where the
grapes are growing now. It was dry here
in those days, so they began to bring in
water in waterways.”

Krikor planted the cactus that after-
noon. By the time I was ten years old
it was producing splendid red blossoms
and a fruit that no one knew how to eat.
It grew to be taller than a tall man.

We had a tree that happened acci-
dentally too. Some seeds got into our yard
from a neighbor’s tree. The following
summer we had a small tree of our own.
It was too small to climb but it had a
nice clean smell and it made a lot of shade.

In the summertime it would be very hot
and we would have to get up early in the
morning to feel a cool little wind. Every
summer the city sent out @ machine to
improve the condition of the street. In the
morning we would begin to hear its far-
away boom boom boom. As it came closer
to our house we would hear the noise
louder and louder and then it would go
away and return again. We used to think
that this coming and going was like some-
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4 WILLIAM SAROYAN

thing in life but we could not tell just
what. We used to'say in Armenian, “Ye-
gav noren,” which means “Here it is
again.” We asked ourselves what differ-
ence it would make if the street surface
was a little uneven. No ore uses it any-
way, we said. Apart from an old man who
traveled with an old horse and cart selling
fruit, there was not much traffic. Those
who wanted to travel in a hurry rode
bicycles.

One year my uncle Vahan, then a young
man, drove down from San Francisco
in a new red Apperson car and stopped
in front of our house.

‘“How do you like my car?” he asked.
“There are only eleven Appersons in the
whole of America, and only one red one.”
We felt splendid. We all laughed and my
uncle Vahan smoked cigarettes. It was
very exciting. To think that there was
only one red Apperson in the whole of
America and that my uncle owned it.
It was like saying that one’s great-grand-
father had seen Abraham Lincoln, or that
one’s early family was among the first
families to come to America. Only it was
more impressive. You knew that a great
big piece of red machinery on wheels
would come around the corner, thunder-
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5 THE BROKEN WHEEL

ing, and stop before your house, and you
felt that it was a big thing.

My uncle Vahan took us all for rides
in the car—first my mother, then my two
sisters, and, last of all, Krikor and me.
Then he went into the house for a cup of
Turkish coffee. We could hear him as he
told my mother how he had completed his
studies and was now a lawyer, but he had
earned most of his money selling fruit.
My mother was very happy that her
young brother was so successful, and she
kept laughing with him and asking him
questions.

Then my uncle Vahan said to us chil-
dren that we did not know how lucky
we were to be in such a country as this.
Opportunities are unlimited here, he
said. Every man is free and he can go as
far as he is able. He spoke in Armenian,
because it was easier for him. He had
been 13 when he came to America, and
now he was 22,

In a day or two my uncle Vahan drove
away in his red Apperson, and we began
to remember all the little details of his
visit that we had not noticed before.

Everything was unchanging at our
house, and we did not notice the months
and years as they passed. One afternoon
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6 WILLIAM SAROYAN

Krikor came home with a small black
bag. He placed the bag on the table in
our dining room and we all gathered
around to see what was in it. We never
knew what Krikor was likely to do, and
we were always prepared for anything.
Krikor was very excited and silent. He
opened the bag and we saw that it con-
tained a cornet. My mother asked in
Armenian, What is that, Krikor? And
Krikor replied in Armenian that it was
a cornet.

As far back as I could remember we
had always had a piano wherever we had
lived. There would be times when no one
would go near the piano for months. Then
suddenly all of us would be playing it.
I could not read music, but I managed
to invent a few tunes from which it
seemed I could never escape and to which
I seemed always to be returning, in a
bad-humored sort of way. In my despair
I used to beat the keys of the piano as
hard as I could, and I was always being
driven away from it by ene of my sisters.
They said I played as if I were half
crazy. I did not know why I had to try
to play the piano but it seemed to me
that I had to. We were all living and it
seemed to me that something should hap-
pen. I strongly believed this. When every-
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