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Praise for Bend

Bend is a coming of age novel set in rural Minnesota. Seventeen-year-old twin daughters—one gay—one straight and Momma loves the straight one a little more, both girls are competing for the same scholarship to get out of town. There’s a little mystery, a little romance, two dead bodies and a car chase, but it ends in Grace.

Bend (ISBN 978-1-62649-551-7) is available in trade paperback and eBook.

Bend was a finalist for the 2017 Foreword INDIES Book of the year in LGBT Adult and YA Fiction and won honorable mention in LGBT Adult Fiction. Bend was a finalist for the 2017 Golden Crown Literary Society Awards in the categories of General Fiction and Debut Novel and won Debut Novel.

In June of 2018 Barnes and Nobel named Bend one of twenty-five books to read for Pride Month. In June of 2019 Barnes and Nobel again named Bend a good read for Pride Month.

Rachel Wexelbaum in her September 21, 2017 Lambda review of Bend wrote,

“Coming out stories remain a popular genre among the LGBTQ community. We have strong memories about our individual experiences, complete with family and community conflict arising from our emerging queerness. Not only that, but the coming out experience of folks from conservative religious rural communities seems to transcend generational differences. These reasons, along with what I will share in this review, will make the new lesbian novel Bend a classic.”

And she wrote, “Read Bend carefully, for it provides a formula for what a queer kid needs to build resilience and adapt to new experiences and environments.”

Lambda Award Winning Author and Edgar Grand Master Award Winner, Ellen Hart said, “Bend is wonderfully rich. Hedin’s voice is pitch perfect. You won’t be disappointed.”
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About the Author


All the literature I create is dedicated to my wife, Tracy, my daughters, Sophia and Emma, and in memory of my mom, dad, and brother, David.


Chapter One

IT WAS SUPPER time on a weeknight and there were two vehicles I didn’t recognize and a hearse parked next to our farmhouse. It wasn’t really a hearse, it was Pastor Grind’s tan Toyota, but any visit from him meant bad news. God how I hoped Momma had started a book club or extorted people to attend a Tupperware party. More likely she was bringing me a parade of potential husbands. She wanted to straighten out her queer daughter, me. I didn’t know if she was acting alone or if she’d again claim she had God on her side. Maybe she got Pastor Grind to agree to marry me to one of those men on the spot.

“Lorraine, Lorraine!” Momma came rumbling out of the house onto the open front porch, waving her arms. “Don’t change out of your college clothes. We have guests for dinner.”

It’s not like I routinely changed clothes in the yard. I parked my truck in between Dad’s beat-up pickup and Momma’s dented station wagon. Momma had parked on half the pink flamingo pair of lawn ornaments Dad had installed the day before.

“We’re having chicken. Ricky wants to learn to make my gravy.” Momma wiped her hands on her denim apron.

Before I could ask her who Ricky was—like I didn’t already know he’s some guy she found at college and deems him a good husband for me—the only requirement being a penis in his pants—she put her hands on her wide hips like she had more to say. “That Charity girl is here too, but she’s not staying.” Momma swiveled around and marched to the house.

My girlfriend, Charity, was there. Finally, some good news. At least it meant she was driving her dad’s car and he wasn’t with her. There was no way that holier-than-god man would come to the queer’s house and have his daughter with him.

Dad and my three-year-old nephew, Little Man, came out of the barn with the dogs, Sniff, Pants, and Satan. Dad was telling Little Man some damn animal story—something about what they can tell from smelling another dog’s pee. Little Man and the dogs came running to me. “Raine, Raine, we’ve been throwing balls for the dogs.”

Most days I took care of Little Man, but Tuesday was a school day for me at the junior college where I had enrolled in as many math and science classes as I could manage until I left for Grayson School of Veterinary Science in Duluth. Grayson wasn’t a top ten veterinary school, but it was my first choice because I didn’t have to have a bachelor’s degree before entering their program. That was good for me since I had already delayed my college entrance by a couple of years because of the needs of my family.

Grayson accepted two years of college level science and math and allowed degree candidates to take summer classes for the entire four years of pre-veterinary science programs. It floated my boat, but what really got me excited was if I was short on the college level courses, which I was, they’d let me take skills and knowledge testing which would count toward coursework. All those things I’d learned from helping Twitch with his vet business could be parlayed for course credits. Sweet.

Little Man hugged my legs. When I looked at him and Momma and Dad, I had a hollow ache in my chest for who was missing. My twin sister, Becky, was dead. She left behind a dope of a husband and the sweetest little boy I could imagine existed in the world. My brother-in-law Kenny’s truck was gone. He must have still been at work at the lumber yard.

I scooped up Little Man. He wore the matching blue and white T-shirt and pants I’d put him in early in the morning, but he was filthy from playing. As I kissed his doughy neck, I sniffed him to know what he’d done while I was away. I detected the scent of outdoors, dogs, dirt, and snickerdoodle cookies, an average day.

I dropped him off in the mudroom. He climbed the green plastic, frog-faced step stool so he could reach the mudroom sink to wash his hands, and I looked for Charity. Charity leaned against the kitchen counter. Damn she looks good. I forgot all about supper. My whole body hungered for her touch and the sweet things she always said to me. I wanted to wrap my arms around Charity and kiss her until my lips fell off.

No kissing for me. Momma came back in the kitchen looking like she owned and ran the place, which she did. Momma and Charity were as far apart from each other as possible in the room and despite the temperature outside being near eighty degrees, the air temperature between them was colder than a well-digger’s lunch, as my dad would say.

“Hi.” I touched Charity’s shoulder. “I’m glad to see you. Why are you driving your dad’s car? You about scared me to death.”

She smiled and squeezed my hand quick, her eyes glued on Momma. “Dad needed my truck to help somebody move some boxes or something.”

I smelled her shampoo and she’d just put on some lip gloss I wanted to methodically taste and remove.

Momma gave the queer girls only cursory attention. I almost snuck a kiss, but I realized half a man twitched and kicked on the kitchen floor. The other half of him was tucked in the cabinet under the sink. When the top of him emerged I about lost my mind.

Christ, she’s at it again. This time the man was old enough to have possibly signed the Declaration of Independence, or at least the Constitution.

“Momma, I hope you haven’t been trying to find a date for me again.” Next, I addressed the fossil under the sink. “Ricky, I’m sorry you come all this way for nothing but a busted sink.”

Just then Little Man came in the kitchen. Momma’s face brightened as she whisked Little Man into her arms. He dried his wet hands on the front of Momma’s good apron—the full-length one with chickens embroidered on it and pockets on both sides of the skirt. Next Momma pulled me into the utility room with her and Little Man. “Excuse us.” She slid the accordion door closed.

Oh Christ, she’s going to murder me. No. She wouldn’t murder me in front of Little Man and so many witnesses in the house, but there was a fair chance she was going to lecture me and possibly brain me with one of her sacred books. She appreciated the Old Testament shock and awe. She didn’t much go for the patient tolerance of God’s later work or “the mushy parts,” as she called them. However, she did like the way her slim New Testament fit in the oversized pockets of her denim apron, and she liked the way it fit nicely in her hand when she wanted to swat someone, usually me. But she didn’t hit me. Instead, she reminded me of the way her mind worked and how she got everything done with speed and efficiency.

“That’s not Ricky. It’s Harold. Has it ever occurred to you, Lorraine, that we needed the sink replaced?”

That’s Momma for you. She could probably kill more than two birds with one stone. She weaseled getting our sink fixed and paraded a bachelor for my appraisal. She was so efficient, I was surprised there were any birds left.

Momma continued, “Besides, you can’t marry Harold. He’s already engaged to a gal from the square-dancing club.”

“Square dancing,” Little Man said.

Little Man, at three years old, needed an interpreter. I caught most everything he said because I listened to him most days. He had acquired a new habit of repeating parts of whatever he’d heard somebody else say.

“Well, do-si-do and an allemande right if I’m not relieved.”

“Smarty pants,” Momma said. “Behave yourself. It wouldn’t hurt you to try to make friends with our guests. Supper is almost ready.”

“Great. I want to sit by Charity.”

“She’s not staying.”

What? Hadn’t we made any ground at all? Couldn’t my girlfriend at least enjoy a meal at our house? It’s not like we would make out at the dinner table.

Momma pushed me out of the utility room, put Little Man down with half a cookie, and helped Harold get up off the kitchen floor.

“Can’t you stay for supper?” I asked Charity.

Charity glanced at Momma. Then she looked at her feet and bit her lip.

Those lips. I knew how pillowy soft and warm they were. The first time she ever kissed me it felt like I had known her mouth forever.

Charity turned her back on Momma and she half whispered and half gasped, “Lorraine, are you ever leaving for college? This is too small, too much.”

“How can something be both too small and too much?” I tried to joke, but Charity wasn’t having it.

“I don’t know, but Bend is and you need to decide. I’m going home.” Charity headed to the door.

I wanted to remind her I was moving as fast as circumstances would allow. I’d enrolled in as many science classes as the junior college offered while I worked with Twitch…and I minded Little Man. But I didn’t speak up for myself.

“Are you still coming over tomorrow?” I whispered. “Little Man has some new plastic animals. I’m thinking of decorating the kitchen like an African safari.” My scheme kept Little Man busy and allowed me to study animal physiology and anatomy at the same time.

“See you tomorrow.” Charity called over her shoulder with very little enthusiasm.

I watched Charity through the window walking away. My heart raced. I almost ran after her, but then Momma grabbed me and harped at me to go sit in the dining room and talk to the guests. Why is everybody so mad at me? Why is everyone pressuring me to move faster or be different? Momma wanted me to not be queer and marry a man. Charity wanted me to leave Bend before I had Little Man settled. I took deep breaths and prepared to enter the dining room.


Chapter Two

MOMMA COULDN’T REALLY blame me for assuming she’d brought Harold home for me. Even though a year ago she’d said she would try to understand the continuum of sexuality in the animal kingdom, she leaned more toward spouting damnation for queers. She had once, during a weakened state, given me a note with “bonobos” written on it. Per our family tradition mostly instituted and observed by my dad, I was supposed to take it to the library and learn a lesson from researching the topic on the note. I learned that Bonobos are very sexual primates and they engage in homosexual sex too. Even though the gesture made it seem like Momma understood and accepted my sexuality, she didn’t. Her religion wouldn’t let her, or maybe she blamed religion for her own fear and hate. She made it abundantly clear she had continued to pray I’d straighten out.

Of course, my momma could not leave such important tasks to prayer and the whims of God. She trolled the dual campus of St. Wendell’s new junior college and technical college looking for single men who would, in her mind, properly scratch my itch. Without warning or apology, she brought these strangers home for dinner. The men were an unlikely posse of testosterone, practical skills, and kind hearts. Momma exploited their practical skills to repair our house and vehicles.

This “guess who’s coming to dinner” farce had gone on the entire first year of Momma’s two-year nursing program and didn’t seem to be letting up even though Momma had completed her core classes and started her clinicals in the community. I wondered which bachelor she had coming to dinner? It could have been Russ, a barrel-chested Norwegian with hands like fielder’s mitts who was a second-year mechanic when Momma met him. Maybe Melvin, a thin wiry German who studied carpentry at the technical college, sat at our table. Once Momma got a hold of him, he came to our farm to meet me. He got nowhere in the courtship, but Momma got him to build a combination tree house and secret fort for Little Man and he helped Kenny and Dad finish the upstairs of the farmhouse, which added another bedroom and a bathroom.

After Charity left the yard, I noticed the asthmatic plumber who courted the square dancer had packed up and was heading out the door. I peeked into the dining room. Russ the mechanic sat at our table alongside a young woman I didn’t know.

“If you want to see some of my best matchmaking, see how Kenny reacts to Russ’ sister, Ramona,” Momma whispered to me as she went by carrying a bowl of mashed potatoes in one hand and a bowl of chicken gravy in the other. “I think those two would be perfect for each other and she’d make a good momma for Little Man.”

Crap.

As I scrutinized this woman Momma picked out for Kenny, my attention wandered to an awfully good looking young man. He sat next to Momma and flirted with her. I sat in the empty chair on the other side of Momma.

“I want you to teach me to cook like you, Mrs. T,” he said.

Momma stopped serving the food and sat next to the young man. “Call me Peggy.” Momma sited me in. “Lorraine, this is Ricky.”

So that’s Ricky. Dad had taught me to see the animal in people. When I looked at Ricky I saw a chipmunk. Cute, soft, delicate bones of a bird, and eyes a person could fall into just before he darted up a tree or over a log.

Momma grinned broadly and nodded toward the man like she was telepathically telling me something or willing me to fall in love with him on the spot.

“Hello, Lorraine,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind I love your mother?”

I glanced at Dad, the head of the table. He’d never been the head of anything in this family, except for the yard he filled up with bobbles, garden gnomes, and plastic animal tableaus. Even those things Momma removed or accidently ran over at will. Momma called the shots. Dad sat at the head of the table but might just as well have been in the barn or still at work at the lumber yard. He didn’t say anything. He just watched.

I smiled at Ricky. “No, I don’t mind. You can take Momma home with you if you like.”

Momma put her hand on my sleeve and gripped my wrist like I’d said something wrong.

“What’d I say?” I looked at Momma, Dad, and back at Ricky.

“It’s okay, Peggy,” Ricky said to Momma. He turned to me. “Lorraine, your Momma worries because I’m homeless, but I’ll be fine. Peggy, will you teach me to make gravy?”

“It’s flour, drippings, and milk or water,” I said as I scooped mashed potatoes on my plate. “It’s not like you’re cooking methamphetamines.”

Momma grabbed my wrist again tight enough to stop the flow of blood to my hand. She tipped my plate of potatoes back in the bowl. Her gaze remained zeroed in on me as she grabbed her purse with her free hand. She positioned the purse so she could reach it—conceal and carry. At any moment Momma would pull out her register of reckoning, her notebook. The spiral-bound journal, volume twenty-six if the front cover was accurate, was Momma’s way of keeping track of our family’s transgressions and her list of things she wanted the rest of us to do.

“Oh no, Peggy. You needn’t mark your book for me. There’s no harm done.” Ricky batted his unusually long beautiful lashes at Momma.

What a suck-up! How long had they known each other? They were already protecting each other’s feelings? Yuck.

Momma let go of my wrist and petted Ricky. “I’m not listing more of Lorraine’s sins, dear. I just want us to join together in grace before she puts her mitts on the food. Pass this to Joseph. The page is marked.”

The dinner guests passed Momma’s notebook hand to hand around the table until it reached Dad. The pencil dangled from a string tied to the notebook. Momma had two remaining sets of Biblical themed pencils she used to write in the notebook. I couldn’t tell if the ten commandments or one of the eight Beatitudes dragged through the salad and rolls.

I covered my face with my hand and watched through my fingers as the notebook reached my dad. He stared at Momma. His wind and sun-beaten face reddening. He knew the drill. We both knew the drill. He’d been conscripted to read from her notebook before and it had never been pretty or the words of his own heart. He didn’t challenge Momma on this any more than he challenged her on anything else. Dad managed the yard. Everything demanded, declared, and determined belonged to Momma.

“Once Kenny gets here, Joseph will lead us in a prayer of thanksgiving for this food and the young hearts around this table.”

“I can’t wait to eat more of your cooking, Peggy.” Ricky purred.

My momma may have responded to flattery about her beauty, her intelligence, or her fortitude, but she became as pliable as taffy when someone gushed about her cooking. It wasn’t that she didn’t know she was good. She knew. But she needed to hear it from others . Dad and Kenny made a big deal about every meal, gushing, mmmming. Granted, my momma was the best cook in the world in my book too, but I didn’t think it had to be stated every minute. Ricky’s fawning nauseated me; worse yet, he asked for Momma’s counsel.

Momma scurried back to the kitchen again and brought back two bowls of steaming vegetables.

“We’ll cook together. That’s our destiny.” He looked at me. “Gravy is an art.” He turned again to Momma. “I want to learn it all—beef, pork, chicken, when to use water or milk, how to thicken it. What are your tricks for making it an appetizing color?”

“Sounds like you already know a lot,” Momma said, stroking his rich, dark hair.

“But there is so much, Peggy—the color, the consistency, the flavor. A good gravy can make a meal, don’t you think?”

“How did you get to be so wise? Ricky, you’re the daughter I never had. A daughter who wants to learn at my bosom.” Good grief. Momma put her big hand to her bountiful chest. “Becky’s gone, and Lorraine would live on canned soup and sandwiches if I didn’t cook.”

“My God, you two should get a room.” I rolled my eyes and laughed.

“Lorraine,” Dad said.

Oops. Dad warned me to watch my phraseology. He didn’t fight Momma on much, but he would not abide anyone showing her disrespect.

“Ricky grew up in St. Wendel,” Momma said. “He’s half Mexican and half Swede. Can you imagine that?”

Of course, I had no trouble imagining it. It wasn’t like his parents crossed species. I learned he’d been out of the house since age sixteen and studied cosmetology at the technical school. Ding, ding, ding! I didn’t want him as a boyfriend, but I strongly doubted he wanted me or any other woman as a girlfriend. I suspected he was queer too. Before I could test my theory, Kenny came home from work and the farce worsened.

Kenny had worshipped, married, and impregnated my sister Becky, not necessarily in that order. Since Becky’s death, Kenny and Little Man had been living with our family on the farm and Kenny had finished his GED and worked with Dad at the lumber yard.

I wanted Kenny to have someone. Hell, I’d have given him to anyone who’d be stupid enough to take him, but I didn’t want to lose Little Man. I wanted Little Man close, so I could keep him safe. I had failed Becky and she died. Her death was mine to carry. I refused to lose anyone I loved again.

Kenny, the horndog, spotted Ramona immediately. Christ, he’s ogling her. I wondered if he knew Momma had picked her out as his next wife. It was hard to watch. Granted, Ramona had many fine, noticeable features. She was a year younger than me—Kenny’s age. Her soft brown curls fell in waves along her face and onto her shoulders, in contrast to my wild curls which looked like they’d been trapped for the better part of a century in a jack-in-the-box.

Ramona had a slim waist, long limbs, and tiny hands. She wore a khaki skirt with a coral knit shell and stylish sandals. She told me she studied child development at the technical school, but she lived at home with Russ and cared for their mother who had MS.

Great. She’s good looking, knows about kids, and she’s a candidate for sainthood. Of course, Kenny would fall in love with her. An alarm went off in my head and my heart raced. If Kenny fell in love with her, he would take Little Man away from our house. Crap. I started to hyperventilate. I needed space, air, and certainly lots of potatoes. I couldn’t let them fall in love. I couldn’t let them talk together. I couldn’t chance losing Little Man.

“Kenny, remember this is the time of day I tell you three sweet things and three mischievous things Little Man did during the day. I had class today, so I missed some things, but I still know some doozies.” I grabbed his arm once I could reach him. I don’t think I had voluntarily touched him ever before in my life. The big dope. Couldn’t he see by my face how much I needed him to keep Little Man with me?

“Maybe we should take our plates in the kitchen and I’ll tell you all about it. I know you hate missing out on these things while you’re at work and mourning the death of your recently deceased wife and my sister, Becky.”

“Lorraine, are you all right? You’re being weirder than usual.” Kenny narrowed his eyes at me and pulled loose from my grasp.

“I’m not being weirder than usual. I just thought you would want to hear about your son’s day.” I reached for the potatoes again. Momma slapped my hand and placed the fried chicken in front of Ramona.

“I do want to hear about my son’s day,” Kenny said. “Just not right now.”

That dumbass, ungrateful, testosterone-addled ape had brushed me off. Not only that, Kenny swaggered. Well, he swaggered as much as anybody could swagger in our dining room with leaves in the table and four adults and one pipsqueak seated there waiting for supper while my wide-hipped momma scuttled between the kitchen and dining room serving the meal. I’d offered to help serve, but she told me to go talk with Russ and Ricky.

“I’m Kenny Hollister,” he said to Ramona. “I was married to Becky Tyler, but she died a while back.”

“Died.” Little Man said it without emotion or loss. He kicked the table leg rhythmically from his booster chair.

Ramona said her obligatory sorries and reached over and squeezed Little Man’s hand.

I hated her, but I hated Kenny even more. How could Kenny be so casual in the way he mentioned Becky’s death? Why didn’t he tell Ramona what happened? Let him try to describe Becky’s death. No big deal, my ass. Tell Ramona Becky killed herself during a psychotic episode? Why didn’t he say she got mentally ill, stopped her medications, stabbed herself, doused herself with gasoline, and dropped into a fire she had at first prepared for Little Man. He didn’t say none of the hard stuff I saw and dreamed about every night of my life since. He didn’t say it; he just acted like the rest of us weren’t there. We were very much alive and had been taking care of his son full time.

“Well, Kenny, you better wash up.” Christ, I sound like Momma.

Kenny’s eyes narrowed when he looked at me and he turned his head like a confused cocker spaniel. He took the empty chair next to Ramona.

“I’m already washed up, Lorraine.” Then he turned away from me to Ramona. “You should come with Russ to the Lake Tavern this weekend. They have deep fried cheese curds.”

Cheese curds? What a dope!

“Well, Kenny.” I glared at the fool through my forced smile. “We have a meeting at school this week.”

“I know, Lorraine.” He glared right back at me.

What was I supposed to say? I wanted to tell Kenny he was a jerk to flirt with a woman he’d just met in the family home of his dead wife. I wanted to invite Ramona and Russ to go home and take Kenny with them. I wanted to go after Charity. Of course, I didn’t. I couldn’t keep an eye on the dope if I did. What I did was I put my thoughts of vet school farther back in the recesses of my mind and didn’t say anything about it to Momma.

Finally, Momma had served up platters of oven-fried chicken, steaming bowls of mashed potatoes with caramel colored milk gravy, rolls, salad, corn on the cob, and peas. She nodded at Dad. He took a big breath. His face looked pained, but he continued like a good soldier in Momma’s small but growing army.

“God of Abraham, Isaac, and Joseph…”

“Crap,” I mumbled under my breath. It’s serious when Momma includes the supporting cast of the Old Testament. She wanted something big.

Dad continued, “God of Abraham, Isaac, and Joseph, you have heard our prayers lo these many years and you have been faithful to answer our prayers as we have been faithful to you. Bless these young lives and strengthen them to keep your commandments and healthy suggestions…”

I opened my eyes and looked at Dad. He snuck a look at me too. His eyes were big. Healthy suggestions? It sounds like a section of the Perkins over fifty-five menu. Momma managed to glare at us with only one eye open. Even one stink eye must have made it clear Dad better keep to the script.

“Help us, men and women, to find love and companionship in the ways of your commandments and healthy suggestions. Bless this food to the use of our body and bless the hands that prepared it. Mighty is God and blessed are those who keep God’s holy, irrevocable word. Amen.”

The prayer shamed me. The meal was horrid. I barely stomached eating seconds. Momma and Ricky talked about recipes. Dad and Russ talked about the pros and cons of rebuilding the engine in the station wagon versus turning the whole monstrosity into a planter. I could see Dad making pencil sketches on his paper napkin. I pictured our station wagon roofless, filled with dirt and seeded with flowers and vegetables. Worse than that, Kenny and Ramona whispered and giggled together. Occasionally, Kenny spouted something he’d just learned from the child development expert, Ramona.

“Hey, Lorraine, Ramona said I was right. You’ve got to stop calling my son Little Man. His name is Kenny Allan Hollister Jr. She thinks, and I agree, we better all get used to calling him Allan. That’s so he isn’t confused with me.”

“I don’t think anyone would confuse Little Man—I mean Allan, with you.” I chuckled and rolled my eyes. “He’s cute and smart. Big contrast there.”

“Well, do it anyway. Call my son Allan.” Kenny speared another piece of chicken for himself and passed the platter to Ramona.

God damn it, to add insult to injury, Ramona took the last thigh. The only redeeming thing about the meal was Little Man kept jabbering, “I not Allan, I Little Man.” And Momma announced she had just invited Ricky to move into one of the spare rooms in our upstairs. If I could ignore his sucking up to Momma, he could be a good friend. The queers in our house had doubled. I doubt Momma knew she had added to the enemy forces. I’d let her find that out for herself in her own sweet time.


Chapter Three

THE NEXT DAY I washed and dried the lions as Charity and “Allan” dipped hippos into the chocolate pudding watering hole. The elephants were in the dish drainer. My beast of a Momma tormented folks at the medical clinic, Dad and Kenny were at work at the lumber yard—Charity had joined me to play African jungle with Little Man. Shit, I’m supposed to call him Allan.

The day was muggy for being only June. The only cool spot was directly in front of a dusty oscillating fan in the kitchen or standing in front of the refrigerator with the door open. Momma didn’t believe in air conditioning. She heard that people who were comfortable on a regular basis had a higher incidence of cancer.

I did my best to create a fun African scene. Charity had seemed mad at me the night before. I wanted her to have a good time with me and Little Man. I mean Allan. I’d placed every house plant and potted outdoor plant my momma owned in the kitchen. Stuffed animals flanked a homemade jungle. I’d lined up all Momma’s cake pans including her sacred, giant cinnamon roll pan and filled them with chocolate pudding representing mud, butterscotch pudding representing the dry grassy plain, and vanilla pudding just because it tasted good. I’d wanted to dress in a loincloth, but I figured with my luck the church choir and Charity’s minister dad would happen by and I’d have given them more ammunition to call me depraved.

I nuzzled next to Charity’s ear.

Charity shrugged me off. “Raine, it’s too hot.”

Momma had given me strict orders: Little Man should not and would not witness any messing around. She didn’t mention Charity specifically, but her meaning was clear. Keep my lust in my heart. Still, I had hopes for nap time and hadn’t expected Charity to put me off. It wasn’t like Little Man’s head would explode if he witnessed us kissing. I don’t think Little Man thought much about it. He liked to kiss everybody: Momma, Dad, all the dogs.

I tried a different approach. I stood behind Charity with my arms laced around her waist.

“Did you write them and tell them when you’re coming?” Charity said as she turned to face me.

She looked hot, but her words made me shiver. I played dumb. “Who, where?”

Charity ducked out of my embrace. Her face got red and she put her hands on her wonderful hips. “You didn’t contact the college yet?”

I knew darn well what she meant. I had received an acceptance letter for a college with a pre-veterinary science program and needed to decide once and for all on an entrance term—fall or spring or not at all. They had made it clear they would not defer my enrollment again. I’d put them off twice already: once when I lost my scholarship to go there because my own momma had told the holier-than-thou scholarship benefactor, McGerber, and Pastor Grind I was queer. I postponed once again, when I decided to stay home and care for my nephew, after my sister died and my momma went off to nursing school. A year had passed, and both the vet school and Charity were getting impatient.

“Can’t we just keep playing Africa?” I whined and lowered my head, hoping my big brown cow eyes would charm her into letting the topic drop. I moved closer. I wanted to bury my face in the creamy pink skin of her neck. I wanted to touch and smell her auburn hair. “I’ll show you my zebra if you show me yours.” I don’t even know what I meant. Bless her heart, Charity kissed me quickly on the lips but frowned at me.

“Show me your zebra,” Little Man said.

“What difference does it make if I go this year or next? I’m doing the work I like with Twitch already without my degree, and we’re going to come back to Bend anyway. You’re doing your art. What difference does it make that I haven’t left yet? We’re going to end up back here anyway.”

Silence.

Why isn’t she saying anything?

“Charity, that’s the plan, right?”

Charity didn’t answer. She turned away from me, took a kitchen towel from the counter, and dried her hands.

I looked at Charity standing in my kitchen and goose bumps pattered up and down my arms and my nipples got scared hard. I saw her anew. Charity, unattainable again, older than me, more educated than me, more experienced than me. She’d already finished college. She’d had lovers before. What made me think our getting together could last? I may have made good grades in school, but I was pretty damn stupid.

“Raine, I want Grandpa in Africa.” Little Man licked his fingers, but still had pudding up to his elbows. Little Man, Little Man, my drug. He saved me from feeling all the pain the world willingly heaped in my direction. I turned from staring at Charity.

“Kenny and your grandpa will love seeing your plastic animals in pudding. Your grandma, however, will blow a gasket.”

“What’s a gasket?” he asked.

“It’s your grandma’s biggest organ.” My momma had no patience for messes—especially mine. She only tolerated messes she’d made herself, but she denied ever having made any.

“You know what I wish? I wish your mommy, Becky, could see you play with your plastic animals. She’d be so proud of you.” I invoked the name of my dead sister like a shield against the world and today even against Charity. Who could possibly harangue me about anything when they thought about my poor sister? The invocation may have safeguarded me from questions from Charity, but it opened the door for other messy questions from Little Man. Shit, I mean Allan.

“Where’s she at?” Allan galloped giraffes through the pudding and into the soapy water in the sink.

I looked at Charity again. She faced me with a sad smile. She knew because I’d told her often enough I hated this part of taking care of my nephew. There was no place to get away from the memories of my sister killing herself. I hated telling Li—I’m supposed to call him Allan—anything about his mommy’s death.

“Your mommy was an angel from God. She was the most beautiful and smartest girl who ever lived in Bend, Minnesota.” Saying those words would have gagged me before Becky died, but now they were just part of the scripted lie I told him every time he asked about her.
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