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Spaceba! The world of a Russian immigrant community comes alive in a nuanced collection 
of stories.

By Carolyn Kellogg 
September 16, 2007 

The Last Chicken in America

A Novel in Stories

Ellen Litman

W.W. Norton: 236 pp., $23.95

Masha has been thrown out of the social order, by nothing more sinister than the goodwill of 

the affluent Jewish community of Pittsburgh. At 18, she emigrated from Moscow with her 

parents; they settled in Squirrel Hill, a neighborhood much like the Fairfax district. But her 

tightknit family is slow to adjust; it finds no comfort in the charity of the local synagogue. 

What's more, Masha has outgrown tightknit -- well, mostly. Nothing fits where it should. 

Masha's stories, as she strives to find her place, tie together "The Last Chicken in America," 

the debut collection by Ellen Litman.

Email  | Print  | Text     

 

More Books News

- 'The Stuff of Thought' by Steven Pinker
- XM radio to air readings of classic books
- Goldman family goes on 'Oprah'

 
Most ViewedMost E-mailedRelated News

http://www.latimes.com/features/books/la-bk-kellogg16sep16,0,266900.story?coll=la-books-center (1 of 4)9/16/2007 1:23:09 AM

http://www.latimes.com/
http://ad.doubleclick.net/click%3Bh=v8/35cf/3/0/%2a/y%3B119784115%3B0-0%3B0%3B16695591%3B3454-728/90%3B21852782/21870672/1%3B%3B%7Esscs%3D%3fhttp://clk.atdmt.com/M0N/go/cnoccmcl0820000020m0n/direct;wi.728;hi.90/01/6379237
javascript:void document.sitesearch.submit();
http://www.latimes.com/classified/jobs/?track=topnav-jobs
http://www.latimes.com/classified/cars?track=topnav-cars
http://www.latimes.com/classified/realestate/?track=topnav-realestate
http://www.latimes.com/classified/realestate/rentals/?track=topnav-rentals
http://www.latimes.com/shopping/online/?track=topnav-shopping
http://www.latimes.com/go/weather?track=topnav-weather
http://www.latimes.com/traffic?track=topnav-traffic
http://ad.doubleclick.net/click%3Bh=v8/35cf/3/0/%2a/g%3B35189495%3B0-0%3B2%3B16695591%3B3823-300/100%3B16791728/16809623/1%3B%3B%7Esscs%3D%3fhttps://myaccount.latimes.com/newSubscriptionZip.jsp?source=latweb&track=leftnav-home-delivery&zip=10007
http://www.latimes.com/
http://my.latimes.com/
http://www.latimes.com/about/site/la-about-sitemap,0,2204194.htmlstory?coll=la-books-center
http://www.latimes.com/features/books/
http://www.latimes.com/?track=leftnav-home
http://www.latimes.com/news/local/?track=leftnav-local
http://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/nation/?track=leftnav-nation
http://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/world/?track=leftnav-world
http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/news/?track=leftnav-entertainment
http://www.latimes.com/business/?track=leftnav-business
http://www.latimes.com/sports/?track=leftnav-sports
http://www.latimes.com/news/politics/?track=leftnav-politics
http://www.latimes.com/news/opinion/?track=leftnav-opinion
http://www.latimes.com/news/columnists/?track=leftnav-columnists
http://www.latimes.com/news/printedition/front/?track=leftnav-printedition
http://www.calendarlive.com/?track=leftnav-calendarlive
http://travel.latimes.com/
http://www.latimes.com/features/magazine/west/?track=leftnav-west
http://www.latimes.com/features/home/?track=leftnav-househome
http://www.latimes.com/features/health/?track=leftnav-health
http://www.latimes.com/features/food/?track=leftnav-food
http://www.latimes.com/classified/automotive/highway1/?track=leftnav-highway1
http://www.latimes.com/features/books/
http://www.latimes.com/features/lifestyle/
http://www.latimes.com/news/obituaries/?track=leftnav-obituaries
http://games.latimes.com/?track=leftnav-games
http://www.latimes.com/about/site/la-about-sitemap,0,2204194.htmlstory?coll=la-navigation&track=leftnav-sitemap
http://www.latimes.com/news/custom/corrections/?track=leftnav-corrections
http://www.latimes.com/features/books
http://www.latimes.com/features/books/la-bk-kellogg16sep16,0,3722085,email.story?coll=la-books-headlines
http://www.latimes.com/features/books/la-bk-kellogg16sep16,0,3722085,email.story?coll=la-books-headlines
http://www.latimes.com/features/books/la-bk-kellogg16sep16,0,3389841,print.story?coll=la-books-headlines
http://www.latimes.com/features/books/la-bk-kellogg16sep16,0,3389841,print.story?coll=la-books-headlines
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
http://ad.doubleclick.net/click;h=v8/35cf/0/0/%2a/q;44306;0-0;0;16695591;21-88/31;0/0/0;;~sscs=%3f
http://ad.doubleclick.net/click%3Bh=v8/35cf/3/0/%2a/h%3B134891333%3B1-0%3B0%3B16695591%3B4307-300/250%3B22520898/22538781/1%3B%3B%7Esscs%3D%3fhttp://www.sonyclassics.com/thejaneaustenbookclub/
http://www.latimes.com/features/books/la-bk-hofstadter16sep16,0,4811998.story?coll=la-books-headlines
http://www.latimes.com/features/books/la-bkw-xmradiobooks30aug30,0,7607137.story?coll=la-books-headlines
http://www.latimes.com/features/books/la-bkw-quicktakes13,0,5105139.story?coll=la-books-headlines
http://www.latimes.com/la-most-viewed-article,0,4413803.include
http://www.latimes.com/la-most-emailed-article,0,5623378.include
http://www.latimes.com/includes/topix.html?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.latimes.com%2Ffeatures%2Fbooks%2Fla-bk-kellogg16sep16%2C0%2C3389841%2Cprint.story%3Flast_modified%3D9%2F14%2F07%209%3A51%3A58


'The Last Chicken in America: A Novel in Stories' by Ellen Litman - Los Angeles Times

Buy, Sell & More

Jobs

Cars

Real Estate

Apartments

Personals

Deals at Local Stores

Coupons

Newspaper Ads

Place an Ad

LAT Media Group

latimes.com

My Settings

Sign Up

Log In

Personalized News

Site Services

Help

Contact Us

RSS

L.A. Times Archives

HOME DELIVERY

Customer Support

Subscribe

Five of the 13 stories, including the first and last, are told from Masha's point of view. She 

begins, enrolled in advanced ESL, doing her best to be a good daughter:

"My parents are irrational, impossible to be around. There seems to be an angry electric 

current running through their blood. I understand. I try to be understanding. It's because of 

the jobs, there are no jobs in Pittsburgh. They've been to the résumé-writing workshops and 

to the interview-going workshops. . . . But nobody wants a former teacher and an engineer 

with minimal English skills.

"They take it out on me and on each other. We don't look much like a family anymore. But 

we have to stick together -- there are still appointments, phone calls, and Giant Eagle."

It's at Giant Eagle -- the local grocery store -- that Masha's mother meets Alick, a Russian 

exchange student. At first he's a friend to her parents; Masha considers him ugly and dull. 

But then she finds herself drawn to him. Together, they create a not-quite-Muscovite, not-

quite-American safe zone for two.

Interspersed within Masha's tale are stories of other Russian immigrants in her 

neighborhood. With the breadth of characters -- an elderly widower, an Americanized 

divorcée, a trio of grown men, a young man restless for romantic liaisons -- Litman creates a 

portrait of an intimate community. The characters recur in fleeting cameos, popping in -- as a 

sharp-tongued aunt does, envying the popular twins from Donetsk. Few are satisfied in their 

hermetic world -- teenage Annie, for example, derisively calls her slacker cohorts "the 

Russians" -- but it's a world they seem more comfortable in than Masha does.

As central as Russian-ness is to the book, it is hardly a linguistic presence. There are many 

Russian names, but no Cyrillic text or transliterations. Instead, when Masha's parents argue 

-- exchanges that would clearly be in Russian -- they do so, for us, in English. It's a choice 

that places the reader inside the immigrants' world, granting an intimacy, a kind of 
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bilingualness.

Yet the language of the book catches the ear, with quirky turns of phrase that imply idioms 

from Russia, or that morphed after immigration. "Two boots make a pair" explains why a son 

is like a father; back in Moscow, Masha calls a geek a "botanist." Young Masha imagines 

herself a "sheltered houseplant," a gothic building has "lancet windows," and when things 

get bad, "the lights are low and yellow and grainy, like in a fever or a cheap movie."

This last is from "Among the Lilacs and the Girls," which is told from Masha's father's point of 

view while his wife slides into a dangerous depression. This particular story could probably 

stand alone, but here, providing a rare outsider's perspective on Masha, it has additional 

power. That may well be the challenge of tying a story collection together with one 

character's narrative: That character can't help but become the central, unifying force, so 

how can the stand-alone stories have equal weight?

In "The Last Chicken in America," some of them do. "What Do You Dream of, Cruiser 

'Aurora'?" features the widower Liberman, who is cranky, difficult and affecting. "Dancers" -- 

in which an obedient young wife is stirred by a louche visitor -- was published in Tin House. 

And teenage Annie's tale, "When the Neighbors Love You," grabs hold of the reader with its 

odd second-person voice ("You pick up your backpack, but he catches your hand").

Nevertheless, it's Masha's "delirious noble dream" of finding her way in her new world that 

gives the book its structure. In the first story, she's convinced that "[i]mmigration distorts 

people"; subsequently, she pushes against those distortions even as she is molded by them. 

As much as this is a book about an immigrant experience, though, it is also a book about 

this specific community. Masha's neighbors, fleshed out in their own stories, become a 

landscape of individuals. The marginal Donetsk twins are a landmark, more of a reference 

point than the Giant Eagle. Everyone knows Liberman and that it takes him forever to get 

across the street.
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The small community of Squirrel Hill comes alive through its immigrants, and eventually it is 

a place that Masha's heart fully inhabits. The final story is called "Home." 

Carolyn Kellogg hosts the literary blog Pinky's Paperhaus at www.pinkyspaperhaus.com. 
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