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“Life is real, life is earnest, and because (with apologies to Longfellow) the grave is unambiguously its end if not its goal some of the loveliest and best of us, Criseyde for example, can’t resist the choice of lingering awhile among even its lesser pleasures; life is full of choices, not necessarily right versus wrong; life is plural and defines itself against life; life is too emphatic to get lost in the words on a page.”

—Marvin Mudrick, from the preface of Nobody Here but Us Chickens
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The phone rang at 4:00 A.M. with news that Daddy was on his deathbed and I needed to come home to New Orleans. Confused, I took a minute or two to get my head clear, then I panicked. Suddenly, I was a little girl about to lose her father, sinking below despair, but that despair vanished when I got my wits about me.

It was Daddy she was talking about.

I had detested him all my life. Why should I pretend to care about him on his deathbed? Waste of time and money to go to New Orleans, rushing home to say last words. I had no last words for him, this man who never did a thing for us—except to beat Mother when he felt like it.

I was surprised that it took me a moment to recognize that voice I hadn’t heard in more than ten years. Made me want to laugh, Aunt Dot trying to sound like a sane person.

“Lita, you need to come back. You’ve been gone too long,” she said.

I shook my head.

“No disrespect, Aunt Dot, but I don’t think I’ve been gone long enough.”

“Lita, that’s all water under the bridge.”

“Guess it is,” I said, with so little enthusiasm even a lunatic like her should have picked up on it.

“How are the kids?” Aunt Dot asked, as though she cared.

“Just fine. Everybody is about as fine as they can be.”

She hummed a bit, as if she wanted to say something, but couldn’t bring herself to get to it. I imagined it was a bit of poison that she had been carrying around for the last decade, waiting for that right moment to slip it to me. That’s what I expected from a woman who sicced her crazy boys on me, scratched my face bloody the day before my wedding over forty dollars she said I owed her.

“I saw her,” Aunt Dot said, like I should know what she’s talking about.

“Saw who?” I asked tentatively, regretting the question as soon as I asked it.

“At the house on Gravier. I saw her in the bedroom.”

Too tired to play Aunt Dot’s guessing game, I wanted to be done with the conversation. I should have hung up—I had every right to hang up on Aunt Dot—but I was fool enough to listen, now I was fouled up in her line.

“Helen.”

“Mother? What are you saying? You saw Mother?”

“Yeah, I did. Other people saw her too, your sisters, not just me.”

“Stop joking. I don’t have time for this.”

“Lita, it’s a sign, a sign for you to come home.”

I slammed the phone down so hard it sounded like a gunshot in that sleeping house.



I had a clue of what was going on down there; I had an inheritance coming. Once Daddy’s dead we’re to sell Mother’s house and divide the proceeds. I got Mother’s will and I read it, and unlike Aunt Dot, I understand it. If I don’t agree to sell, Aunt Dot won’t get her cut, and even though I could use the money, I don’t want to sell.

Aunt Dot calling with crazy nonsense might have jarred me awake and wasted my time, but I almost welcomed the distraction. The way things have been going in Los Angeles, getting stirred up about New Orleans is almost a relief.



L.A. isn’t the promised land I thought it would be when we first arrived, and certainly not now. I don’t know what I could have been thinking—streets paved with gold, platinum toilets—that kind of nonsense. Los Angeles is just another city, brutal and cruel, but with palm trees and freeways and dreams of a better life.

Ten years ago we arrived and moved into Winston’s cousin’s house on Second Avenue that we bought from him sight unseen, and the lousy bastard had the lights and heat turned off on us, I guess to save a couple of dollars and get his deposit back a couple of days sooner.

We rolled in after three days of hellish driving across hot miles and miles of Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona deserts. I was six months pregnant, trying not to throw up out the window, doing my best to keep the kids from driving me nuts, but I was already nuts from that husband of mine whistling every song he learned in three years of army life.

I have no words to describe how happy I was to get to Los Angeles, even if the sky was brown and the air burned my eyes. I was out of that stupid car after days of being packed in like funky sardines.

That first night we ate ham and cheese po’boys by candlelight. That was nice, but I have good ears and I could hear skittering in the plaster walls of this house that I expected to be some kind of wonderful.

“Your goddamn brother’s house has rats!” I whispered to Winston, so I wouldn’t wake the children. “You better get rid of them tomorrow or I’m turning around and going back to New Orleans.”

He looked at me like I had lost my mind.

“Lita, I don’t hear no rats.”

“Then you’re deaf,” I said, and turned over and went to sleep.

Winston missed sounds and words you’d think he’d catch, having damaged one ear in the war; he always managed, though, to hear what you didn’t expect him to, specially whispers under my breath about how he was making me crazy enough to kill him.



The next morning the air was crisp, the smog had blown off, and we could see mountains in the distance. I even saw the Hollywood sign for the first time. It was a plain beautiful day, crisp and sharp with seagulls flying in the blue sky. The neighborhood was clean and the neighbors friendly; the streets broad, the houses Craftsman, not shotgun. I thought I could be happy. Winston certainly was happy with the big garage he could work on cars in. The children ran wild in the big yard with lemon and peach trees to climb and thick St. Augustine grass to roll on. For a time I was pleased with our decision to move to Los Angeles. I forgot all about that first night: lack of heat and lights, and even those rats in the walls of my little dream home.



Ava and Ana didn’t seem nervous about their new school, the Holy Name of Jesus Christ, but after watching Sister Patrell escort the girls to their desks, it was obvious that this brown-skinned Oriental woman didn’t care for them. They sat next to each other, twin bookends in their black-and-white-plaid school uniforms with their tightly braided and oiled hair, and their hands crossed like attentive angels. It didn’t matter that the teacher didn’t like them. They did fine in school, and nothing Sister Patrell could do or say touched them. They were beautiful, and I was proud to be their big sister.

I had no idea that my little sisters were plotting to escape; they were sick of me and of my heavy-handed ways.

Richie, too, would be heading back to Louisiana as soon as he could figure out how. Richie, my young cousin that Mother took in, was like a dog that had been beaten once too many times; something was wrong in his head. Even if he wanted to do right, it wouldn’t happen. I asked him to go up in the attic to take out a rat Winston had poisoned. Usually Winston would get them down, but he was off chasing down parts for a transmission, and I couldn’t stand the reek wafting from the ceiling. Richie scrambled up the ladder and found that rat in no time. The boy was more excited than he had a right to be. The next few days he continued sneaking up into the attic, looking for more poisoned rats. I guess I should have been happy that the boy wanted to help out, but something about him all juiced up to crawl around in the blackness searching for rotting rats unnerved me. I told him not to go back up into the attic, that he had no business up there.

He gave me such a sullen, disrespectful sneer that I slapped him down. I wasn’t Mother, but he had to respect and listen to me.

He wouldn’t go to school unless I threatened to beat him, but that didn’t work. Because of Aunt Dot he knew how to take a whipping, and wasn’t afraid of them. I’d wear my arm down beating his butt, and it wouldn’t change a thing. I didn’t have to worry about his attendance for very long because he spit on a nun and got thrown out of Holy Name. I put him in a public school, but soon the truant officer called, trying to find him. Richie stopped going after his first day.

Winston tried talking to Richie, and of course that was a big mistake because he ended up yelling at him. Richie ran away. A neighbor found him sleeping in a doghouse with the man’s hunting dogs. We brought him home and got him clean, but a few days later he took off again. He spent the night at the bowling alley on Crenshaw, then the next night it was beneath the trees at Rancho Park. Then he found his way to the Greyhound depot miles away. Each time we found him, I whipped his behind, but it didn’t matter. Quick enough, he was gone again, vanishing into the night.

He was practicing to leave us for good.

I don’t know how far Richie thought he’d get with no money—to New Orleans? Even if he did, I hoped he didn’t believe that Aunt Dot would take him back. She had to be the meanest bitch of a mother who ever lived. I’d bet my last dollar that if he could manage to find his way to New Orleans, Dot would kick him off the porch like he was the mangiest cur that ever wandered up the steps.

If anybody would be able to take care of himself, it would be Richie. He was big for thirteen and the kind of kid who would have gotten a job in New Orleans on the docks in the old days.

He missed Mother more than any of us, and his want for her just got worse. Being around us was just another reminder of his loss.

I understood.

Though Mother died years ago, it still felt like a fresh wound. The twins grew up with that too, as though at any moment Mother would come through the door, puffing from that bad heart of hers, struggling with a pot roast or some such thing she’d be planning on cooking for Daddy’s dinner.

Wasn’t a thing I could do for Richie but not get too furious when I discovered that he had slipped fifty dollars from my purse.

I got word that he did make it back to New Orleans, and found a bed with the Sisters of Mercy. I wondered how long it would be before he’d sneak out of the orphanage on his way to somewhere else.
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After a year or so, we more or less acclimated to Los Angeles. It wasn’t us against this strange new world any longer, forcing us to bind together to make it through the day. No, everyone had their own agendas, specially the twins. They had something going on, something behind those whispers, little gestures, hands concealing strips of paper with scribbled codes. With them I was always on the outside, overhearing bits and shards of their private language.

What were they plotting?

What pissed me off about them was that they really didn’t need me. If I drove them out to Death Valley and tossed them out, no doubt they’d make it back with cool drinks in hand. Now they were no longer pretty little matching bookends, resigned to doing what I said. Mother taught me, though I hated her heavy hand, you had to get respect, even if you had to beat somebody’s behind. Those girls, even when they were doing whatever chores I gave them, defied me with their sullen looks and cutting glances. Mother wouldn’t have put up with it. She would have slapped them silly first, and asked questions later. I didn’t want to resort to Mother’s tactics, but often I couldn’t help myself. I would get mad, and then I would just explode. It was easy, too easy to fall into.

The twins thought of themselves as grown at twelve.

Now almost four years later they were ready to put me in my place. It was three women under one roof; two against one. No matter how I tried to get them to realize they weren’t grown, they persisted. Of course they kept silent, still frightened that I would slap them down if they got in my face. They were right, I would and did. I wanted to be done with raising them. If only there was some magic I could do to make time speed up and get the twins on their way.

What had I done to find myself in this family? I went to church; I lit candles, observed Lent, ate fish on Friday. Hell of a lot of good that did me.

This new trouble, I should have seen it coming like a fat, flying cockroach.

Overnight Ava became a woman.

I looked up from the dinner table to ask Ava to pass the ham, and I saw it for the first time. Though, I don’t know how I could have missed it. Ava and Ana no longer were mirror images; one of them had become a brick house.

Ava was now a Creole Lana Turner, with a bosom that sprouted overnight like wicked mushrooms.

Ana, on the other hand, still was flat, still looked like a girl, and she wasn’t happy about it.

Winston noticed, and he looked intimidated. He tried his best to ignore Ava’s new cleavage by adjusting his chair so that he faced the wall and not the rest of us at the dining table. Much as he wanted to, he couldn’t help glancing at her, and that man practiced restraint like it was a commandment.

I sent Ava to bed before she finished pecking at her dinner. Soon as she left, I could breathe, like somehow air had rushed back into the room.



Ava, defiantly proud of her new endowments, preened about the house like she had invented the whole idea of breasts.

They were a wonder, those things. The girl’s seventeenth birthday wasn’t for a couple of months, and already she was bigger than me. I shook my head, knowing what kind of trouble those mounds of flesh were going to cause.

That was the last day that Ana would sit next to Ava at the dinner table or at school. A wall sprang up between them, and it was as surprising as it was sad. They were closer to each other than any other human being on earth, and now they were as separate as siblings could be. No longer did they wear the same hairstyle and outfits; they didn’t talk to each other with that conspiratorial intensity that they had been sharing their whole lives.

They were trying to be as different as they could manage; or maybe it was just Ana, trying to put miles between herself and the relationship that had defined her. Ava was too busy being spellbound by her spanking new breasts even to notice how shell-shocked Ana had become. Stopping and staring at any surface that would reflect her new dimensions, she didn’t have a spare minute. Those things had power over me too; I began treating Ava differently. What I used to get mad at, I silently accepted, but only from Ava. Ana continued to come to the dinner table; Ava stayed in the bedroom like she had better things to do than eat with the family. I put up with it. That was her choice. Movie-star cleavage clouded my judgment. All you needed to be a woman was a pair of knockers; forget all about needing the constitution of a horse, the patience of Job, and a back that won’t break.



Again at the sewing machine, working hard to let out Ava’s blouses and jackets, I wanted her to know how hard this was on everybody but her. Seemed all that mattered for Ava was that the cotton strained against the three top buttons of her blouse, threatening to burst open and reveal her cleavage to the world. I stopped sewing and waved her over to me.

“Listen, Ava, you’re not a girl anymore. You’ve got to be careful.”

I had already let her school uniform jacket out as far as it could go; there wasn’t enough material to gain a quarter inch. Resigned to sewing a new school uniform so she wouldn’t look like a sausage about to pop out of its casing, I got out my measuring tape.

She shrugged, as though she didn’t have any interest in what I was talking about.

“Are you listening to me?”

I got her up on a chair and took measurements; Lord, she was 36C easily.

Ava laughed.

“What the hell are you laughing at, Ava?”

“I’m careful,” she said, still giggling, looking away from me.

Ana, who was at the dining room table doing her homework, chortled loudly.

“What’s going on with her?” I asked Ana.

“A lot! Ask her.”

“Shut up, Ana!” Ava said.

“You shut up,” I said, smacking her on the side of the head. “I’m the only one here who gets to tell anybody to shut up.”

I turned back to Ana.

“So what does she know?”

Ana lit up, like giving me the lowdown on Ava was something she was going to enjoy.

“She talks to men on the way home. Sometimes the men get out of their cars, and she stops to listen to what they got to say.”

I took a deep breath. I didn’t want to start strangling Ava, not yet.

“You’re not talking to men on the way home, are you?”

“Sometimes,” she said.

Rage, red and more red! I shot up and slapped Ava from the chair, and she tumbled backward on her ass, her legs way above her head. As good as it felt to hit her, I felt contempt for myself, as deep as that river that followed me out west.

Ava looked up at me, terror in her eyes.

“Don’t you ever so long as you live talk to strange men. I don’t give a damn how big your tits are!”

Then I was out of the house, rushing into the cold, dry air of a December night.

I walked awhile, circling the block, and kept going until I reached the liquor store, scowled at the men by the telephone booth whistling at me, headed in and looked at the pickled pig feet in the big green jar on the counter, decided against buying one, and walked back to the house.

I sat on the porch, hating my temper. It was getting worse, anger exploding out of me, but I’d be lying if I said it didn’t feel good to give in to it. I was getting to be more like Mother with each passing day, just as incapable of stopping my fists from flying when things weren’t right.



I wanted to go into the house and apologize to Ava, to explain to her why I got so mad. She was too young to understand all that went on with Adele and Lucien, and why even her looking in a man’s direction would make my heart beat like a bass drum. Thinking of Adele made me feel sick to my stomach, how beautiful she was, how she lived too hard and stupidly. I never in a million years will understand why she decided to do what she did, give herself to a man who had killed women and got away with it. Did she do it just because he was beautiful? I was there on the porch that day Mother explained to Adele what kind of man Lucien was, and Adele shook her head and laughed. Told Mother she didn’t know Lucien, that he was sweet as could be. I think all Mother succeeded in doing was making Adele run as fast as she could into the arms of Lucien. Once he had her, that bastard turned her out, broke her down, and did his best to keep her down. Then when she got the strength to leave him, he killed her, tossed her into a trunk, and threw her into the Mississippi. Mother found out all she could about what happened between Lucien and Adele. More than likely she was still alive when he put her in that trunk. Did that rat bastard know that Adele was pregnant for him?

He wouldn’t have cared. Yeah, he was some kind of monster.



Ava was still a girl, everything was new and shiny to her, and nobody could tell her a thing, just like Adele. You’d think a man might notice that, but that’s why men make me sick to my stomach. Sure, she had a woman’s shape, but even an idiot could see that she had the face of a child. Nature plays games and makes girls women before they have the chance to understand what kind of a mess they can make of their lives. Anybody should see that she’s a girl, but no, some fool with a thing between his legs chases her down walking home from school. God, if I saw that I would have run back for Winston’s shotgun. One thing I’ve learned, and I’ve learned this lesson well, you’ve got to protect yourself and what’s yours. If a sweet-faced snake slides up with honey-laced lies, you need to cut its head off.

Don’t play, just kill it.

Life is some kind of war, and every battle just leads to another battle that’s more important than the last one, and you can’t lose any of them, because losing is Adele floating in a trunk in the Mississippi.

I don’t need to be loved.

It doesn’t matter if the girls love me. After all I’ve seen, I’d rather they grow up fearing me and not being a fool for some man to come along and love them to death.

How can a woman ignore what’s right in front of her, and damn sure walk a path to the graveyard? What did Mother call it, “graveyard love”?



When I finally did decide to return to the house, the girls scattered like rabbits, scared of what I might do. I sighed as I sat down on the sofa and turned off the lights. I had no idea what I was capable of, and like the girls, I didn’t want to find out.
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Big Winston came into the house angry as a bee, but I could tell that he was unnerved, even scared, and that red-faced anger was mostly bluff. I had seen that look enough in New Orleans, when everything was going bad with Adele.

“Your Aunt Odie is on the porch,” he said softly, like the devil was knocking to get in.

“Why is she on the porch? Let her into the house!”

Winston shook his head and returned to the door. He didn’t like to be talked to sharply, but sometimes he didn’t think.

Aunt Odie came in walking as erect as a flagpole at, what? She had to be seventy-five, at least. She looked like a shadow dressed in white, walking into three o’clock sun. Her face was even more skeletal and severe, but once she stepped past Winston, she smiled warmly at the twins and my two playing at my feet. She hugged me, and I could feel all the bones in her rail-thin back.

“Aunt Odie, I didn’t know you were in Los Angeles.” I offered her a chair. After glaring at Big Winston until he retreated from the house into the backyard, she sat down.

“I’m here on business for my church.”

I nodded, wondering what kind of business a church of voodoo worshipers would have in Los Angeles. Maybe looking for gilded splinters to buy?

“I got a message that you needed help.”

“From whom?” I asked.

Aunt Odie didn’t bother to answer.

The twins came into the room and sat on the couch next to each other for the first time in recent memory.

I looked at them, and I knew that they had called Aunt Odie behind my back. I guess they needed rescuing from me as much as I needed rescuing from them.

“Do you two want to go with Aunt Odie? Just say so. I won’t stand in your way.”

I was sure Ava was going to hop up, waving her hand, ready to sprout wings and fly anywhere I wasn’t. She couldn’t have me out of her sight fast enough. Don’t know what she was thinking, though; Aunt Odie was razor-strap stricter than me. Hell, she was stricter than Mother.

“Are you going to stay with us a few days?” I asked.

“No, child, I’ve got to get back to Louisiana. Ana, go pack your things !”

“Ana?” I said.

Ana looked away from me as she hurried to the bedroom.

Ava smiled broadly as though she knew she had caught me flatfooted. I wanted her to go with Aunt Odie; Odie would know what to do, how to raise that child.
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