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Chapter 1

On that busy morning Mom had risen early, as usual, to make the fry bread. The 
cast-iron skillet sizzled and the smell of fat and sugar filled the kitchen with an 
Indian aroma. Mom preferred rising before the sun came up. “I’ve put in half a 
day’s work before you guys even climb out of bed,” she liked to point out (justi-
fying her late afternoon nap in the process). By the time I usually tumbled out of 
bed, around eight, and came downstairs, she had indeed been at work for a few 
hours, kneading the fry dough in the dark kitchen, her figure illuminated only 
by a small pool of light above the range, the autolite providing an almost rustic 
shading. Mom seemed to favor the darkness, having slowly but surely blocked 
out many of the windows in the house. Some shutters and curtains hadn’t been 
open for years. In other rooms, boxes and stacked-up furnishings prevented the 
sun from penetrating. Sometimes Mom would just throw a large sheet over a 
voluminous pile of stuff. And there was no persuading her to change her ways. 
Only later did I understand Mom’s eccentric behavior as something more than 
mere eccentricity. As something deeper, crazier, more profound, I’d say.

I’d grown used to and even come to like the smell of fry bread, though 
the smell wasn’t anything I remembered from childhood, which had been all 
pancakes, Cheerios, and scrambled eggs. I’d only recently returned home--an 
eye injury had forced my return–so I wasn’t exactly sure when Mom had taken 
to making Indian bread; it had something vaguely to do with the fact that our 
house in Scottsdale bordered the reservation, home of the Pimas, descendants 
of the Hohokam.

Across two-lane Pima Road lay the vast, empty lands of the Salt River Indian 
Community. We never saw much of the Indians. At one time a row of rundown 
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houses bordered the road, and the Pimas, a heavy-set, round-faced tribe, would 
drive their dusty Chevy trucks off the reservation to Safeway for food or to 
Circle K for a six-pack, three or four kids joking around in the back bed. But 
recently, they’d retreated to the interior, building better homes, and generally at 
some distance from the city boundary line. They drove new pickups and rarely 
came into the city, or perhaps were less noticeable when they did. I couldn’t help 
missing the old days when they weren’t so prosperous.

The reservation stretched from just beyond our backyard all the way out 
to the Superstitions, those jagged peaks to the east of us. On smogless days the 
mountains appeared quite close, almost superimposed, as though they were just 
beyond our block fence, as though we lived right below the Grand Tetons or 
mountains of that scale (I am the first to admit that my injury--I wore a black 
patch on my right eye--perhaps made this seem more so than it actually was). I 
had an aesthetician’s love for the mountains. Over the years I had painted the 
landscape in every season and in every sort of light. I especially liked the winter 
light, and how the stick- dry yellow sage, like fallen buffalo, like a herd of memo-
ry, withered in the windless fields. I’d painted the land at all the times of a day, as 
the color shifted from midnight blue to red to orange and yellow, and back again. 
I’d even painted the Superstitions at night, the anthropoid silhouettes of the 
range visible in the darkness. Their fascination for generations of explorers easy 
enough to understand. One could readily believe some treasure was buried there.

“Morning,” I said as I passed through the kitchen, headed as I was for the 
bathroom off the laundry room.

“Another county heard from,” Mom said, still at her labors. Besides feed-
ing her human charges, Mom’s early morning duties, as with those of an Irish 
countrywoman, included feeding the cats and other animals. We had several 
cats and two ducks. In contrast to the dark interior of the kitchen, Mom wore a 
colorful, if rather unshapely, house dress. Perhaps the poor indoor illumination 
encouraged the wearing of bright colors, as it had for the Elizabethans. Mom 
had a fondness for red and orange: “Southwestern colors,” she would explain. 
A burnt orange scarf, pulled gypsy fashion around her (tinted) black hair, also 
shone brightly in the kitchen light. She was presently finishing up the dishes.

Mom refused to cook lunch or dinner, just breakfast. Mostly she made fry 
bread, but sometimes she baked soda bread, with raisins and nuts.
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“You get morning eucharist and then you’re on your own. No more doing 
dishes either. I’ve been working my way through college long enough,” she liked 
to say, her Brooklyn accent ever present beneath the acquired Midwestern and 
Southwestern flatness. “It’s not like you’re children anymore,” she would say, 
and indeed we weren’t. At twenty-five, Matt was the youngest.

Matthew, Mary, and I all still lived at home with Mom and Dad. Mary at 
least had a job, and I had money from the injury settlement, but only Joseph, the 
eldest, had truly managed to launch himself, like that spider in Whitman’s poem, 
out into the big world. Joseph’s success had inspired my own attempt at establish-
ing independence: I’d gone to art school in San Francisco. And I had made a life 
for myself there, going to classes, working--I’d even fallen in love. When we’d 
first met, Jenny was sixteen, a high school sophomore, sort of in-between girl-
hood and womanhood, and sort of tomboyish (as Mom had once noted, many of 
the females I was attracted to had just such yin-yangness, such anima-animus of 
personality and physical type). We’d met on the Powell Street cable car. Oh I still 
had hopes of seeing her again!

By the time I came out of the bathroom, Mary had assumed her place at the 
kitchen table. She was still in her silky underwear: panties and a loose camisole. 
Her hair, blond, was pulled back in a ponytail. She was reading the morning 
Gazette and drinking coffee, the smell of coffee mixing with the state-fair smell 
of fry bread. The front page of the paper detailed White House lawn protests 
against the visit of the Shah of Iran. Jimmy and Rosalyn Carter were doing the 
entertaining. Other news included the arrival by freighter, the Huey Fong, of 
3,383 Vietnamese refugees in Hong Kong, the British Colony.

I cleared myself a place at the table, moving a few glasses, some magazines, 
and some overripe bananas in order to set my plate and cup down. The bananas 
looked like turds. Still the coffee tasted good.

“Sit up straight. Throw your shoulders back,” Mom said, as I slouched over 
my cup. “Well, what do you think of your big bro Joseph returning?” I said, 
shoulders back, cheerily, to Mary, but of course she didn’t respond right away: 
she was not one to speak until she’d had at least two cups of java and had finished 
polishing her nails. She also didn’t like to be disturbed when she was reading the 
paper–though she worked from back section to front, from Want Ads to Page 
One, so I’d concluded that she was pretty much done.
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The arrival of Joseph was no small deal. He hadn’t been home in twelve years, 
since first taking Holy Orders. But now, for Thanksgiving, he was expected.

“Joseph writes that he wants to see the home movies when he visits,” Mom 
said. “Especially–he’s kidding, of course–the first five years with little Joseph.”

“Wouldn’t it be the first three years with Joseph?” I said, seeing that Mary 
was three years younger than Joseph, but neither Mary nor Mom responded to 
this. The gray tin cases that held our movie past were stored away downstairs–in 
a place without easy access, no doubt–so, for the time being, I was forced to let it 
be five years. Or was the “five years” part of the joke, Joseph’s “kidding.”

“I’m looking forward to seeing him,” I said, trying whatever I could to get 
Mary to speak up.

“Of course. We all are,” Mom said–speaking (inaccurately) on Mary’s behalf.
“He thinks he can waltz back in here after twelve years, like some sort of 

prodigal son,” Mary offered, at last, meanwhile folding the paper in half New 
York commuter style.

“I’ll be right back,” I said. Shortly, I stood over Mary with a dictionary 
in my hand: “By prodigal do you mean ‘recklessly extravagant’ or ‘yielding 
abundantly’”?

Mary cracked a smile, but then righted herself. “I mean the Bible story. Now 
leave me some peace, how ‘bout it, Peter. I’ll be late for my job.”

Mary was a “dancer.”
But there was a different kind of work that needed doing, in expectation of 

Joseph’s arrival. Housework. The kitchen looked like a combat zone. Mom was 
running out of room. Even the garage was full up; we had a two-car garage but 
had never parked even one car inside it. Some boxes brought out from Indiana 
fifteen years earlier, in 1964, had never been opened (which aroused my curiosity 
about what sort of clothes I wore when I was thirteen–flannels and corduroys, 
as I recall).

Mom had kept every picture or scrap of homework any of us had done in 
school over the years. I’d recently come across a bunch of old exams, on blue-
inked mimeograph paper (how unforgettable the smell of the ink!) Victoriana 
of any shape and size was particularly noticeable among the relics. Hats were 
legion. Magazines, too, especially Sunset and Arizona Highways. There were jars 
full of dried leaves, orange peels, Ball Jar lids, buttons, etc. Mom owned several 
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doll houses, and each was completely equipped, right down to the plumbing–she 
used hearing aids for toilets. Maps, music scores, tapestries, Chinese fans, chess 
sets, and various other games (including “Mormonopoly”) added what Matt re-
ferred to as the “Prospero” touch. Prospero or not, I couldn’t figure out why 
Mom needed to collect all that stuff: it was as if her passion for antiques had 
become an illness of some sort. Like Matthew’s inexplicable drinking.

Mary had turned on the light above the kitchen table to read by, but I insist-
ed upon opening the shutters and letting in natural light. Mom winced; she hated 
being exposed that way. The window faced the mountains and thus the room 
was one of the nicest in our split level. The noise of the traffic on Pima Road was 
one drawback however; the congestion had spurred plans to build a freeway, a 
freeway that required, should the city fathers have their way, the removal--that 
is, the destruction--of our house on Cattle Track. Originally, Scottsdale hoped 
to build Loop 101 on the reservation, but the Indians had decided not to lease 
any more of their land--the price wasn’t right apparently. The community col-
lege had been built out there, on a hundred-year lease, but the freeway was still 
a matter for negotiations, within the tribe and between the tribe and Scottsdale. 
Meanwhile, we and our neighbors remained in limbo.

November had arrived, and the reservation cotton fields were thickly white, 
like a sweater stretched out to dry. Our backyard olive trees were filled with 
fruit. That particular morning the moon was still visible, its fully round shape 
appearing like a wafer.

Mary held the paper in the most dainty fashion, so as not to smudge her 
nails.

“Maybe he heard about the freeway,” I persisted, now talking to Mom as 
much as Mary. “Riding in like the calvary to save our scalps.”

“Does Joseph have to have a reason to come home?” Mom bitterly interjected.
I assumed (incorrectly, as it turned out) that no one had corresponded with 

Joseph in the twelve years of his wanderings. Anyway, I felt Mary would prob-
ably be forced to point out just how ridiculous my statement about him saving us 
was, and some sort of verbal intercourse would ensue.

“The freeway will never be built,” she said, briefly taking up the argument. 
“They don’t build highways in rich suburbs, Peter. South Phoenix, maybe. Or 
West Phoenix. Or Guadalupe. Not Scottsdale.”



6

Wi l l i a m You n g

None of the rest of us was convinced of this. Mary was failing to take in 
to account what Matt called the “street-widening epidemic.” Dad, on the other 
hand, took some solace in the knowledge that the road might be built: we would 
have to move and thus Mom would be forced to at least get rid of some of what 
she had collected. Furthermore, Dad liked the idea of freeways: his engineering 
soul instinctively responded to marvels of technological progress, even if, in this 
particular case, our own house was under siege.

“Well, Joseph is coming anyway,” I said. “Bummer for you, eh, Mary?”
“Don’t look for me to greet him at the airport. I wouldn’t meet his plane if 

he were Jesus Christ himself, which he is not, by the way. Or is he, Mom?”
“Well, he’s not Elvis,” responded Mom. “He didn’t buy his mother a Cadillac.”
Mary, to her credit I suppose, offered no further word on the subject. She 

blew on her nails, the usual ghastly shade of red, and retreated upstairs to her 
room, her boudoir. Her home away from home.

Needless to say, I didn’t expect any help from Mary when it came to cleaning 
up the house for Joseph’s visit, nor from Matthew, and my expectations were 
fulfilled. Since Matt, like myself, was unemployed (I’d lost my cable car engineer-
assistant job as a result of the accident), one might think that he could lend a 
hand with the preparations, but young squire Matt seldom rose before noon, and 
when he did get up he was usually shaky as a sapling. His drinking had increased 
during my absence. Earlier that morning, before even Mom had arisen, I’d come 
downstairs to get a glass of milk and found Matt sitting in screened-in back 
porch, in his silk smoking jacket, staring out toward the Superstitions (though it 
was too dark to see much) as though he were a ship at anchor. An eerie smile was 
stuck on his face, nor did he acknowledge my presence in the room, to the point 
where it seemed that he wasn’t, in any real sense, in the room himself, but rather 
a kind of holograph or film actor. He had stacked up three empty beer bottles, 
one on top of another end to end, a feat I had never seen before--not even two 
bottles-- and I concluded that perhaps it was only possible to accomplish this 
trick with empty Coronas. The tv was broadcasting flickering test patterns; it 
was apparent that Matt wasn’t watching, but I couldn’t tell what exactly he was 
up to, besides drinking.
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“Have you ever seen the Superstitions move?” I said, in hope of making 
contact, brother to brother (a job perhaps more difficult than my attempts earlier 
in the day with Mary). I was also curious to know if the mountains seemed to 
him, as they did to me, to be much closer sometimes than others, and not just as 
a result of the degree of smog.

Matt had heard my query; and he smiled, wryly. “Does Great Birnam wood 
to high Dunsinane hill come, Peter?”

At night, say past eight or nine o’clock, one was as likely to have Shakespeare 
answer as Matt. Shakespeare was like another family member, one who appeared 
after sunset.

Anyhow, the next morning, with Matthew asleep, Mary at her job, Dad at 
the university, Mom and I were left to wrestle with the house. She wanted to be 
ready–“prepared”–should Joseph decide to show up sooner than we expected, 
though Thanksgiving weekend was what he had indicated in his letter. Even 
when a holiday wasn’t in the offing, she spent many days going through her stuff, 
moving it from one corner of the house to another, never, to my eye, achieving 
any real progress. It was backbreaking and Sisyphian work. On full-moon nights 
the house took on the appearance of a grotto.

I’d already moved several pieces of furniture into the backyard (which with 
its old trailers, rusted contraptions, and broken furniture resembled the Lost 
Dutchman’s Mine), when Mom suggested that I move a few things into the master 
bathroom, which happened, by the way, to be her bathroom. Dad no longer slept 
in the master bedroom with Mom. I reminded her that should I do as she asked 
the six of us would be left with only one bathroom to use, off the kitchen, and that 
“Mary camps in there as it is” (often leaving rivers of brown stockings on the towel 
rack afterwards), but Mom, waving her hand, dismissed this concern of mine.

“It’s only temporary, Peter,” she said, “we can move it all back when Joseph 
returns to New Orleans. He’s only coming for a visit. Besides, I can’t think of 
anyplace else.” “The roof?” I said. We had an Arizona flat-roofed house.

“More work and less repartee,” Mom said. “Remember Jesus’s robe.” “What?”
“That too was just a cast off.”
Still, we were not the type of family to use the same bathroom at the same 

time--I certainly wouldn’t pee while Mary was showering, for instance--so 
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Mom’s sanguine attitude left something to be desired. Indeed, the Wilson need 
for privacy was often at odds with necessity, not to mention sanity.

Upon my return from San Francisco I’d spent several days clearing out my 
old room of magazines, odd knickknacks, appliances, and clothes. Also toys and 
stuffed animals. My room had become, unnervingly, a kind of a graveyard for 
toys, a kind of memorial to childhood.

“Shall we get rid of these?” I said, holding up two waffle irons. Mom hadn’t 
made waffles in fifteen years or so.

“Those are classics. Look at the design, Peter.” I looked: swirling lines, like 
flames, were etched in silver plating. “I would think an artist such as yourself 
would realize the value of things. Had to live through the Depression, I guess. 
FDR never threw out anything either, you know.”

The threat of the freeway spurred further packratting. Perhaps Mom sub-
consciously believed the presence of so much stuff would force the city fathers 
to decide not to move us, curving the road around our house, even if it meant 
going out onto Indian land! When one considered how junky some of the Pima 
properties were, it was not altogether unreasonable to conclude that our property 
somewhat smudged the line between Scottsdale and the reservation. But again, 
we’d had virtually no contact with the Pimas over the years, despite living next 
door, so to speak, and despite my having made many paintings of their land, if 
one could say it was “theirs”–if one could say anyone owned the land. Or per-
haps one could say we all did.

I’d always felt our house and the land it sat on were ours to keep or do with 
what we wanted, but I was starting to learn otherwise. There was such a thing as 
eminent domain, there was such a thing as superior force. I’d begun to visualize, 
in my dreams, not a freeway but a train plowing through our house, something 
like one of those supersonic trains you read about which run between Tokyo and 
Osaka. I pictured our family having to move out of the house in the middle of 
the night, half-dressed, shivering, like some poor refugee family heading off in 
search of new lands. At other times it was not a train but my Powell Street cable 
car that would be hurtling toward the house.


