Ava’s Story

USE PICUTRE IN BOOK
I had a sister I never knew existed until my father died in 1992. My father was a hill man from a town in the Ozark Mountains in Arkansas called Redrock. He was known as Buster, and he was the kind of guy who made his own law. People came from all over just to fight him. He moonshined in the mountains before moving us all out to California. He once had a shootout with a sheriff. He was not an easy man. 

After his death, his brother, my uncle came to me and showed me this old picture of Dad sitting on a sawmill sporting one of those old-fashioned newsboy caps. Beside him, wearing a white dress and plainly pregnant, was a young lady who was not my mother. 

My uncle explained that before he met my mother, my father had gotten a girl pregnant. She was 15 at the time; he had been 17. I knew right away I wanted to find her. 

The sawmill in the picture was my first clue to follow. We didn’t have a sawmill up in the mountains. I called one of my Dad’s cousins who lived in a town out of the mountains called Lamar, where they had a sawmill.

She remembered that one summer when she was a little girl, Buster had come to stay with them and work at the mill. This was in 1925, nearly 70 years earlier. Arkansas people remember everything.  

“Did you ever hear he got a girl pregnant when he lived with you,” I asked her.

“Yes, I heard something about that,” my cousin said. “But I don’t know who it was.”

She thought a moment and then she said:

“There’s an old man in town who remembers everything. Charlie’s his name, I’ll call and ask him.”

A few minutes later she had old Charlie on the phone with me.

“Did you remember Buster being down there?” I asked Charlie.

“Of course I remember Buster,” says Charlie, “We liked Buster, we thought the world of him.”

“Do you remember him getting anyone pregnant at that time?”

“Yes, Charlie says, “my sister Wynonna. My Dad tried to shoot him. He got his gun, but we helped Buster hide out. We didn’t want my Dad to shoot Buster.” 

I thanked Charlie for this and asked him if he could help me contact my sister. He said he’d call Wynonna, who was now living in Indiana, and make sure it was ok. A few minutes later he got back to me with contact information for Wynonna’s daughter, my half-sister by birth. 

Her name was Lola and she lived in San Leandro, CA, near Oakland, right in the area where my family had lived and worked. We probably ran into her many times and never knew whom she was.

I have to point out that during these various phone conversations, Judy and Kristin were with me, sitting on my bed, listening to me making these calls and getting more and more excited about what I was finding out. 

By the time I phoned Lola, a few minutes later, Wynonna had already contacted her and she was expecting my call. I asked her: 

“Why did you never try to find us?”

She said: “Mother told me my father got killed in a car accident. I never thought we had no more family.”

I told her how badly I felt for her, growing up apart from us. But I also let her know that it hadn’t been that easy being Buster’s daughter. He had been a womanizer and a violent man. I said that maybe it had been for the best.  

Still, I was mad at Daddy. How could you know you had a child all these years and not try and find her? I felt sad that I didn’t know Lola growing up.

What’s amazing is that the whole process of identifying, locating and contacting my sister all happened in the space of one afternoon. I guess you could say I had a knack for figuring things out. We stayed in contact after that. 

Two years later, for my birthday, my family threw me a surprise party. To get me out of the way, they sent me to a spa for a makeover. When I came back home, I still had those pedicure things separating my toes. 

I saw all this smoke in the backyard. I said, “Oh my god, the house is on fire.” I ran inside and met 100 friends and relatives. It was the biggest surprise I ever had.

Lola had come and I knew her instantly. I got teary eyed. I hadn’t bonded with her growing up, yet she was my sister. Turns out we had a lot in common and we got along well. Our upbringing and lifestyles were comparable. She cooks like I do and we have a similar sense of humor. 

We’ve gotten especially close to Lola’s daughter, Karen. From Karen, we found out how Lola was affected when I contacted her:

“Lola was shocked she had other family. She had made up stories that her father was dragged to death by a plow. Also, that he died in an airplane accident. She was embarrassed about being illegitimate. When Ava contacted her, it was like a door opened. She never thought she was a very special person. To have someone seek her out was overwhelming. It turns out they have similar personalities. Both were woman’s libbers, before that was even a word.”   
It was important to me to find Lola, and re-include her in the family from which she had been excluded all those years. I had no idea it would propel us into a career as professional people-finders, but that is exactly what it did. I’m sure it didn’t hurt that this reunion happened so easily. If only all our cases had been so simple and straightforward. 

