
The Only Thing Missing Was the Howling of Wolves 

by Rachel Swearingen 

 
How could my sister, crazy as they come, still coerce me into doing things that could come 

to no good? She had her two-year-old grandson, Wendell, in her arms, and he was wearing 

a baptismal gown, and she was saying, “Just this once, Harlan. I got it all worked out. No 

one will ever know, except me and you and the good Lord. You won’t have to do a darn 

thing except drive.” 

Lynette had lost her driver’s license years ago, and one of her Narconon friends had 

dropped her and the kid off at my house in the country. There I was trying to install her 

borrowed car seat in my pickup, so I could take her back home. She was like the wild mint 

in the garden I couldn’t eradicate. It kept coming up, sucking the nourishment from 

everything I planted. Then she was handing me Wendell, installing that seat as if she were 

born to such things.  

We got into the truck and she said, “Can’t you just feel it? Them birds out there and 

that breeze? That’s God, Harlan. That’s God on our side.”  
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I pulled away as she stuck her head out the open window and let her newly dyed 

hair blow. In the backseat, Wendell laughed, and I had to look away from the rearview. In 

that lacy gown with his fine hair slicked to one side, his eyes set too close together, I had to 

agree with Lynette that his name was a tragedy in the making. She refused to call him 

Wendell, preferring Scotty Boy instead.  

“How do you like me as a brunette, Harlan? You didn’t even say nothing.”  

For once her face wasn’t made up with three layers of paint. She wore a blue dress 

buttoned primly over her tattoos, not the usual tight shirt and shorts, and I remembered her 

at seventeen, pregnant and leaving home with nothing but a pillowcase stuffed with 

clothes. I was fourteen then, and now here we were again, both of us, forty-six years later 

back in our hometown in Wisconsin.  

We passed a highway patrolman clocking traffic from his car and she ducked out of 

sight.  

God had set the whole thing in motion, she had said. Ross’s wife had called her in a 

moment of desperation, needing a sitter. We’d have just enough time to get the kid up to a 

chapel in the woods for a christening she had just that morning arranged, if only I would 

take her.  

“How’d you get the kid, Lynette?” The last time we talked, she told me Ross had 

stopped speaking to her. 

She sat up and pretended to notice the Watsons’ hobby farm. Just last week, they’d 

purchased two emus. “Holy crap,” she said. “What is that? Is that an ostrich?” 

I stopped in the middle of the road, and she braced her hands on the dashboard and 

looked behind us.  

“I asked you how you got him?”  

“From his daycare, what’d you think? That I kidnapped him?” She made her voice 

high and whiny and mimicked Wendell’s daycare teacher. “You aren’t on our list of 

approved caretakers. As a matter of fact, you are on our list of people who are not allowed 
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to see Wendell. Me. His own grandmother. Can you believe it? I sacrificed, Harlan. I gave 

Ross up so he could live in that big house and never even think of me.” 

We were just two miles from town. I started driving again, slowly, and strained my 

ears. I thought I heard sirens, and I pulled onto a tractor path that led into a cornfield so I 

could think. Wendell was strangely quiet, and Lynette noticed me watching him in the 

rearview. 

“I just gave him a little Benadryl,” she said. “Just to relax him. He won’t be any 

trouble and we’ll have him back in a jiffy.”  

“Don’t say another word, Lynette. I don’t want to know anything else.”  

By now the daycare had called Ross, and Ross had called the cops. Soon someone 

would put two and two together, and they’d be looking for me too. 

“Someday they’re gonna write about me, Harlan. You could be part of history too, 

part of the underground baptism railroad. They’re everywhere, people just like me. Only 

I’ll be like the Mother of the Railroad.” 

“You kidnapped him, Lynette. That’s a felony.” 

“Stupid daycare people. I would of never put Ross or Caleb there. I left them with 

people I knew.” 

Ross had told me about some of the people Lynette left them with—biker chicks 

high on speed, a senile neighbor, men she’d known for a few days. She had lived on a 

commune near Nashville. She had helped run a bar out in Wyoming. She had hitchhiked 

with her kids across the country, losing her youngest in an apartment fire in Eugene, 

Oregon while she was out partying, then giving her son Ross to an aunt to raise back home.  

“Do you have any idea how much trouble you’re making? I don’t need this now, 

Lynette.”  

Lynette turned in her seat and gave me a hard stare. “I ain’t doing this for you, 

Harlan. I’m doing this for Scotty Boy.” Her voice lowered and she shuddered as she talked 

about how the world was dying of spiritual decay because of our generation, and how it 

was time for us to stick out our necks and take a stand.  
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Let me tell you about our generation, I wanted to say. While you were swallowing 

tabs of acid and partying, I was on a gunboat dodging sniper fire from the banks of Song 

Cau Lon.  

She went on and on about birds that fell from the sky and dead fish that washed to 

shore, how we’d polluted and destroyed everything all for the love of money. “Kids like 

Scotty are in for a world of hurt,” she said. “Because of us, Harlan.” 

All that was left of her lipstick was an orange outline. Her mouth wouldn’t stop 

moving, the wind blew the tall and browning corn. A flock of crows rose from the field. 

The weather, the scenery, everything was just a bit too sharp. I knew it from my time in the 

service and from years of trucking—days like these were specially crafted for the worst 

kind of trouble.  

“I didn’t kidnap him, Harlan. Scotty was outside with his little friends and he came 

right to me, just slipped right through the fence. I didn’t do a thing except ask if he wanted 

to meet our good Lord and be beloved and safe. And he said, ‘OK, Gamma. OK.’ So I took 

him and we ran.” 

“He’s two years old.”  

“Pardon me, Harlan, but I happen to know a thing or two about two-year-olds.”  

I had a son once too, but his heart shut down and he only lived for a day. I was 

remarried, living in Baltimore and starting college. My new wife and I came home from 

the hospital and one of the neighbors had hung a big, blue Welcome, Baby sign above our 

front door. For a long time no one except my wife’s parents came to see us. My mother 

just sent a card, saying it was God’s will. Lynette, if she ever knew, never called or wrote. 

She had problems of her own by then. I quit school and started trucking, and before long 

my wife met someone else. I wish I could say that this had been the beginning of the bad 

streak, but as far back as I could remember it had been there, persistent and unpredictable, 

just like Lynette. 

I backed down the path and was almost to the road when two squad cars roared by. 

Lynette clutched the fabric of her dress and looked out the back window. “They’ll ruin 
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everything,” she said. She reminded me of our mother then, her hands clenched, always 

looking up at the sky as if it were full of locusts.  

 “You just can’t leave anyone alone,” I said. “You messed up Ross’s life. Now you 

want to fuck up Wendell’s and mine too.” 

“Harlan, you better watch your language.” She looked upward like God was 

listening. “You can’t see right no more. It ain’t your fault. You got everything you need 

now. You got that house Carla just give to you, clean out of the blue, though you never did 

nothing for her. You got that plot out back to grow things in and a truck and a tractor too. 

You got everything, and I ain’t never said a bad thing about it to you. The least you can do 

is help me with this one last thing. Then I’ll leave you alone. I won’t tell nobody anymore 

I’m your sister. I won’t ever ask you for nothing, not ever again.” 

I should have known she’d use my moving into my first wife’s house against me. I 

had married Carla right out of high school and divorced her as soon as I was out of the 

service. She never remarried, grew old like the rest of us, lost all her family over the years, 

and lived in the same ranch house her father bought for us on the other side of town. I 

stopped once to see her on a route west, and we talked over coffee. She still kept our 

wedding picture in her china hutch. As I was leaving she hugged me and told me she was 

glad I was getting to see the country. “You did good, Harlan. Maybe you’ll send me 

pictures of your babies when you have them,” she said, and I broke down and cried and 

told her about my son, about his tiny fingernails, about his ears shaped just like mine, and 

she led me to the bedroom and I slept through the night and I lost my job because of it. 

Then years later she willed me the house, out of the blue, as Lynette would say.  

By now every officer in town was looking for us. There was probably an Amber 

Alert. I couldn’t bear to look at Wendell. We’d had him for less than an hour and he was 

groggy and his hair was slick with sweat. He mumbled the beginning of the alphabet song, 

ADBC, over and over, reversing the letters, making strange motions with his hands. 

Something was wrong with him, and I knew, despite what Lynette said, that his parents 

were right in taking him to therapy twice a week. 
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“Well,” Lynette said. “Are you going to help us or not?”  

She reminded me how she carted me everywhere in a wagon when I was young. “I 

wasn’t no bigger than you,” she said. “Mom had left again. You don’t remember that, but I 

do. You took a can of tar from the shed and poured it all over the kitchen. I had to cut it out 

of your hair. I told Dad I did it.” 

I considered driving straight into the corn or dropping her and the kid at a 

farmhouse, leaving town, never coming back. I could still see her just as she was back 

then, the police car parked in front of our house, her lying to our father, telling him she had 

been the one to make me steal the candy, the comic books, the records, and all the other 

things I couldn’t keep my hands from taking and stuffing into my mouth or under my shirt. 

I stole, and she slept with every boy in town. All through childhood she had stood before 

our father, telling me with her eyes to let her do the talking.  

I hesitated too long. She put her hand on my arm. “Can’t you just do this one little 

thing? We’ll take the side roads. They’ll never find us. It’s not like we’re going to murder 

him or something.”  

I told myself it didn’t matter if we turned back now or later, as long as she didn’t 

implicate me. “I had nothing to do with this,” I said. “I know nothing about a baptism, 

nothing about the daycare. As far as I know, we’re just going for a drive.”  

I pulled onto the highway and headed out of town, and Lynette threw her arms 

around me and kissed my cheek. “It ain’t far,” she said. “I got the directions right here,” 

and she pointed to her head. 
 

~ 

 

We’d been driving north on a county road alongside 51, through wasting towns, 

past lonesome dogs and pitiful yard sales, when Lynette finally admitted we were lost. I 

could no longer pretend I wanted to turn around because when I stopped at an all-in-one 

gas station, its shelves filled with automotive parts in aging packaging next to yellowed 
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cartons of cereal, I felt the familiar thrill of getting away with something. I bought baseball 

caps and sunglasses to disguise Lynette and Wendell, diapers and chocolate milk and 

animal crackers for the kid, snacks for Lynette and me, and I had a shoddy grin on my 

face, just like when I was a kid, sauntering out of the five-and-dime with two Clark bars 

and a pack of baseball cards shoved into my coat.  

The man behind the counter had a face gray as granite. In his greasy front pocket 

were a pack of Pall Malls and an open box of Milk Duds. I asked for directions to the 

chapel in Williams, and he stretched out a sun-blackened arm and pointed to a spot near 

the state forest on a map taped to the counter. “Pretty near a ghost town now,” he said as he 

chewed and cleaned his teeth with his tongue. “Water ain’t right on account of them mines. 

Company keeps saying they’re gonna clean it up. Believe it when I see it.”  

I paid and he tossed everything into a sack. “Lost two kids up there last year,” he 

said. “Didn’t find them until after the thaw. Fell into one of them shafts from up above. 

Snow covered the hole right up. Entire town went out looking with sticks, poking through 

the woods and all. Thought some crazy took them.” The man lifted his cap to scratch his 

head and then set it back down. He told me about the bad winter, how the snow drifted 

over the gas pump handles and shut down the highway. “You know what they say,” he 

said. “The only thing missing was the howling of wolves.” 

I stared again at the map. “What about back roads?”  

The man pulled out a magnifying glass and passed it over the map. He pointed to a 

winding road west of the main highway. “Slow you down some,” he said. “Ain’t nothing 

that way except jackrabbits and drunks till you get to Chatawaska.”  
 

~ 

 

“Will you look at all these goodies,” Lynette said, when I returned to the truck. 

“Harlan got you some yummy crackers, kiddo.” She put the hat on him and turned the bill 
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to the side, and Wendell grabbed it and threw it off. “Don’t exactly match his dress, 

Harlan,” she said. 

“When were you going to tell me that Williams is all the way up in Michigan?” 

“Michigan!” She widened her eyes to mock me, and then she ripped open the 

animal crackers. She held one out to me teasingly, then bit off its head. “Don’t you feel 

cleaner already, Harlan? Working in the service of the Lord?” 

“More like the devil,” I said, and she laughed. 

We headed northeast on a county road where pastures turned to forest and the few 

houses we saw were hunting shacks or an occasional trailer peeking from the woods. The 

whole state was going to hell. Our own town had lost a third of its population in less than a 

decade. Most, like my nephew Ross, lived in new developments outside of town and 

commuted to the nearest city.  

We came across a state park with a broken chain across the entrance and a “closed 

for the winter” sign, though it was summer. I drove over the chain and down a dirt road to 

an overgrown clearing with a picnic table and two outhouses. At the table, Lynette 

marched animal crackers toward the boy and jumped them into his mouth, and he laughed 

hysterically. He had come out of his daze and was happier outside in the breeze. 

Lynette wandered into the field to pick wildflowers, Wendell toddling behind her in 

his gown stained with chocolate milk. I could hear the rushing of a stream beyond the 

field. I sat under a willow, watching a hawk circle overhead and before I knew it, I was 

dreaming I had to run a shipment through Stevens Pass, the road slick with mud, my 

wheels sliding as I careened down the mountain.  

And then Lynette was standing over me, mascara smeared under her eyes, grass 

sticking to her cheek. “Wake up, Harlan. I can’t find him. I can’t find him anywhere.” 

The sun was lower in the sky and the air, cooler. I took off toward the road and 

Lynette followed, yelling, “Scotty Boy,” and then “Wendell. Wendell!” I could hear my 

heart in my throat as I ran.  
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Lynette was right behind me. She tugged at my shirt. “We were just going to lie 

down for a little. I thought it would help me remember the directions.” 

“Go look for him,” I said. I imagined us in a courtroom, Ross pointing at me from 

behind the witness stand, his wife tearing at her hair. I ran one direction and then the other. 

I went into the outhouses and looked inside the toilets, down into the muck.  

I tore across the field and Lynette followed. “Get out of my sight,” I said. “This is 

all on you.”  

The grass was too tall for a toddler. I felt the ground with my boots, prayed I would 

find him in the weeds, a clump of black-eyed Susans in his fist. The world was a horrible, 

dangerous place. There was no way to keep it away. I pushed through brush to the bank of 

the creek. The current was high and fast. I had to tear my eyes from a long branch caught 

between two rocks. “Wendell!” I shouted.  

Lynette stood knee-deep in the creek, staring at the water rushing around her 

calves. I heard a screech from downstream. Lynette looked up, and I ran toward the sound, 

and there was Wendell sitting in the mud, off from a bare spot on the bank. He stood and 

fell back down, his gown wet and clinging to him. His face was red and angry. I scooped 

him into my arms. His diaper hung from him, and his legs were covered with scratches and 

a half dozen leeches. Water poured down my shirt. “Up, me up,” he said, which I took to 

mean “put me down,” but I held him tighter and took him back to the truck, Lynette 

walking alongside, reaching out her arms. 

“Get a diaper,” I barked, slamming down the back gate of the truck.  

Now that we found him, the years boiled out. I made Wendell lie down on the truck 

bed. He fought me with his legs and arms. I held him down as Lynette pulled off his diaper 

and put on a new disposable one from the shopping bag. She had never even thought of 

packing a change of clothing. She was making faces at Wendell, saying, “Look at that 

little, wittle nose, those little, wittle ears.” 
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I took Wendell’s gown and wrenched it over his head and threw it at Lynette, 

saying, “Wring it out.” Then I told her to hold him and I got matches from the glove 

compartment.  

“What do you want with those?” she said, and she looked frightened. 

“We’re going to burn it all,” I said. “Get rid of everything, live off the land.”  

Her eyes widened.  

“Leeches,” I said. “Or didn’t you notice?” 

Wendell cried silently now. Lynette patted his new diaper and made him sit up and 

pulled the gown back over his head, the fabric so cold and unforgiving, he shuddered. 

“You’re a Wigby, just like us,” she said, although Ross had changed his last name. “Now 

hold still. Be tough.”  

I lit one match at a time and blew it out before touching it to a fat leech and the kid 

just watched. He didn’t say a word. Lynette pulled them off one at a time and dropped 

them to the ground. She wiped her hands on her dress and carried Wendell back to his car 

seat. 

I took some burlap I had in back for my plants and covered him, and then Lynette 

and I got into the truck. The burlap was too rough and Wendell pulled it off. I buried my 

head in my arms over the steering wheel and closed my eyes. 

“I’m sorry, Harlan,” Lynette said. “I never do nothing right. I give up. Let’s go 

home.” 

“You want to go home? Sure. Why not?” I turned the truck around and sped out of 

the park. Wendell laughed at every bump, and I made my voice ugly and high and 

pleading. “It’s all our fault, Harlan. We’ve got to save him, Harlan. Jesus has got to save 

him. It’s up to us, Harlan.”  

Lynette held onto the door handle with both hands. “Stop that, Harlan. You stop.” 

And then I did stop. I slammed on my brakes, and the kid started crying all over 

again.  

“What happened to you, Harlan? I don’t even know you no more.” 
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I couldn’t tell her about the years living in motels, stealing from the back of trucks, 

the money I stole from my last boss, the lost years, the fact that I sold plants at the market 

and took odd jobs because no one would ever employ me again.  

“You can tell me anything, Harlan,” Lynette said, turning around to wipe 

Wendell’s nose. “I’m your sister. I would understand.” 

“They’ll never let you see him again,” I said. “You know that, don’t you?” 

“I know it,” she said. “They don’t let me see him anyway. If I could have, I would 

have done it without you. I would have done it on my own.” 
 

~ 

 

We drove another forty miles northwest through a tunnel of skinny pines, neither of 

us saying a word, Wendell asleep, and then a sign appeared for a fish hatchery and Lynette 

shouted, “That’s it! We’re almost there. Take a right onto that road.” She opened the 

window to get a better look, and Wendell woke and squinted at the fiery peach of the 

setting sun.  

At a sign painted with the words Back Woods Ministry, I turned onto a narrow dirt 

road. “It better be open,” I said. 

Lynette pulled down the visor mirror to fix her hair. “It ain’t a Walmart, Harlan. 

It’s a church. They have to stay open.”  

Every fifty feet or so another sign appeared, the letters misshapen and trailing 

upward, as if painted by a child: And He drove him into the wilderness. Mark 1:12. Here is 

the king you have chosen. Samuel 12:13. 

Lynette pulled her Bible out of her purse and held it against her chest. In the 

woods, with the smell of balsam around us, the sun glinting behind the trees, it was almost 

like we were settlers in the New World, and for the first time in a long time, I wanted 

something to believe in too. 
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The road widened and stopped. Before us was Lynette’s cathedral in the woods, 

though it was just a pine cabin on a concrete foundation, its windows dark, a log cross 

rising before it. The carved door was its only ornamentation. There was just enough 

daylight to make out Jesus sinking under the weight of a cross, an angel with feathered 

wings soaring above.  

“You better wait here,” Lynette said. She walked across the dirt lot, bowing her 

head and batting her arms at a cloud of wasps that guarded the door. She pulled on the 

handle, but it wouldn’t open, and then she rushed back. 

“One of them stung me,” she said, getting back in beside me, and she sucked at a 

welt on her arm. “Maybe somebody’s in that house.”  

I hadn’t noticed the shack behind the church. The entire place had the feeling of 

abandonment. Lynette reached behind her for the burlap and wrapped it around herself 

before getting out again and opening the side door for Wendell. “Oh, Scotty,” she said. 

“Look at your dress.” She wrapped the two of them in the burlap for protection and made 

her way behind the church.  

I dodged the wasps and followed. A blue tarp was nailed over a large hole in the 

roof of the house. Someone had taped cardboard over one of the front windows. Lynette 

knocked on the door. Robed in that burlap with Wendell pressed to her, she almost looked 

like the Virgin herself.  

After several long moments, the door opened and out stepped a gangly preacher, 

exactly the kind you’d expect in such a place. He had a huge cranium and wild hair, and he 

looked as if he hadn’t slept in years. He said nothing, just stepped aside.  

Lynette went in first. She stood just inside the room, removing the cloth and setting 

Wendell down. He sat at her feet on the wood floor and pulled off his remaining shoe.  

“We’re here for the baptism,” she said. Her voice was soft, her expression flat, as it 

always was when she was afraid. “We got lost.”  

The room had almost no furniture, just two plastic lawn chairs and a giant beanbag. 

I wanted to see the preacher sit on that beanbag, and I pictured him there in the evening, 
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his long legs and giant feet sprawled in front of him as he worked on a sermon. On one 

wall was the outline of a now missing cross. In the far corner was an old television with 

rabbit ear antennas. There were piles of yellow legal pads filled with scrawling and next to 

them an open can of corn with a fork in it.  

The preacher sat down on one of the chairs. Lynette’s eyes darted back and forth, 

taking in the room, and then she sat on the beanbag and tried to hold herself erect. I sat 

down on the other chair, and Wendell came to me and pulled on my pant leg. “We go,” he 

said. “Out. Go outside.” I put him on my lap and held him, and I wanted to have never 

brought him here. His cheek was scratched. His eyes were red-rimmed and his scalp 

smelled of algae and sour milk. He wrenched away and picked up his shoe and returned 

again. “Outside,” he said. “Go outside.”  

The pastor looked at Lynette, then at me. We were too old to have such a young 

child. “It’s late,” he said. “Why don’t you come back next weekend?”  

“Next weekend?” I said. “You mean to tell me you got something better to do? 

What kind of scam is this you’re running, anyway?” 

“Don’t, Harlan,” Lynette said, and to the preacher, “He’s tired from driving.” 

The preacher scratched his long, bony nose and seemed to be seeing Wendell for 

the first time. He took in the boy’s soiled gown, his tear-streaked face, his naked feet. 

“Would you excuse me a moment,” he said. He walked out of the house towards 

the church. 

“There’s no underground railroad, is there Lynette?”  

“You better get out of here, Harlan. Take your truck. Me and Wendell, we won’t rat 

you out. I give up. Somebody ought to just shoot me.” 

Without saying good-bye, I walked outside. It was getting dark. The wasps were 

asleep. I could have driven away, but a light came through the open back door of the 

church. The preacher stood in a small office, staring into the night, the phone under his 

hand on a cluttered desk.  
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I stepped inside and he backed away, and I saw what he saw, a potentially violent 

child abductor. “Put that phone down. Now,” I said. 

He dropped his hands to his sides and stood looking at me, unblinking, unsurprised. 

I said, “Sit down,” and when he did, I told him how all her life Lynette took the ugly and 

pretended it was beautiful, and how seeing the beautiful had led her astray again and again. 

I told him she had once wrecked her car in Arizona and when she crawled out and walked 

along the road she thought she saw an angel in a long coat, telling her to stop drugging and 

to go forth. I told him some of us refused the beautiful, and that was a problem too. I said I 

knew something about this, and I thought he did too. I told him how Lynette had left her 

nine-year-old son in an apartment with her older one while she went out drinking, and how 

she had come back to find the entire building in flames and couldn’t find him, not among 

the survivors. I told him how she lay awake at night thinking about that son, out in limbo, 

wandering and motherless, her other son forever broken, how she needed to baptize 

Wendell not to make everything all right, but just a bit better. Lynette often said that 

depression was what happened when you couldn’t work yourself to death, when there 

wasn’t a substance left on the planet that could take you away from your own mind, when 

you hadn’t found Jesus, or Jesus hadn’t found you. I said, sometimes a man hides from 

trouble, and sometimes a man goes looking for it because he can’t resist its pull, because 

trouble is a release of sorts. I told him he had opened the door to trouble just now, as I had 

that morning, and I knew he wanted to let it in, I knew he needed to finish letting it in. 

The pastor listened. All around him were half-packed boxes of papers and framed 

family pictures. I wondered how he’d lost his congregation and how long it took. I mused 

at how like Lynette it was to find a place like this. Then I remembered the story the gas 

station man told me, about boys falling into a mine right there in Williams, and I read the 

preacher’s dull gaze and knew if I looked in those boxes I’d find pictures of those boys. 

“At least give us a head start,” I said. “Let me take them back.” 

“I won’t put anything on paper,” he said. “And I don’t do baptisms in the church 

anymore.” 



 15 

 

~ 

 

By the light of a Coleman lantern, he led us to the river behind the church. Lynette 

carried Wendell. He was half asleep and heavy in her arms. We followed the preacher to 

the bank where he waded to his knees through the current, just beyond several large rocks 

where the water lost its wildness but grew deeper. I raised the lantern for him and thought 

of the painting my mother had hanging in our kitchen, of Puritans crossing an angry river. 

The lantern swayed and momentarily lit our figures, turning the woods to shadow. 

The pastor’s voice was too loud for the night. “I tell you the truth,” he said. “No 

one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water….” He recited a few more 

lines and then waved Lynette forward. Wendell’s head was against her shoulder, but when 

the cold water met his bare feet, he began to cry and thrash, and she nearly lost hold of 

him. Her wet skirt wrapped around her legs and she stood swaying in the water, unable or 

unwilling to bring the child. The preacher waited, impatient or unbelieving or just weary. 

He trudged through the water and took Wendell from Lynette. “No one can enter,” I heard 

again and again, though he said it just once.  

Wendell gripped the preacher’s shirt. The preacher tipped him backwards and 

poured water over his forehead, and Wendell closed his eyes and convulsed. He stretched 

out his legs and arms. He was silent for a second, then he was reaching for Lynette, and 

Lynette was rushing forward, slipping, picking herself back up. “Gamma’s here,” she 

cried, but the pastor didn’t trust her. He pressed Wendell against his chest and carried him 

to the bank where he handed him to me and took his lantern.  

Wendell clung to me, and then all resistance left his body. I turned and cradled him 

back to the truck. He was shivering and too light in my arms. In the back seat, while 

Lynette paid the preacher, I dried Wendell the best I could, fastened his seatbelt, and 

covered him again with the burlap. Then Lynette and I got into the truck, and I turned on 

my headlights and started the engine.  
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Holding that lantern, his face furrowed and gaunt, the preacher looked like an angel 

of death. Lynette closed her eyes and sank into her seat as I backed up and headed away 

from that leaning cross and that dark church, down the path to the road. Lynette’s hair was 

dripping and her arms were covered in gooseflesh. She glanced behind her at Wendell and 

turned to cover him again. “I’m sorry, baby,” she whispered. This time Wendell didn’t 

push the cloth away. He stared ahead as if emptied, and then his head bobbed forward, and 

he slept.  

Nearly all the way back, no one said a word. We had hours to think, hours to listen 

to Wendell whimper and fall back to sleep. Lynette stared at the dark window. I watched 

the shoulders of the road for darting animals and turned on the radio, and for a while home 

was far away.   
 

~ 

 

In the development where Ross lived, the houses were nearly identical and similar 

shades of beige. I thought I could find his house without rousing Lynette, but then she 

opened her eyes and said, “You got to turn into that cul-de-sac.” She didn’t have to tell me 

more because parked outside one of the houses was an empty police car, and inside all the 

lights were on.  

“You better drop us off here,” she said.  

I pulled over and she got out and opened the side door and lifted Wendell out of his 

seat. “I’m sorry, Harlan, about all this. Including when you were little. I should have 

looked after you. I should have called.”  

She made her way down the street toward Ross’s tri-level. Two unluckies, she and 

Wendell both. I imagined her in front of her burning apartment building all those years 

ago, being held back by a fireman, her son Ross beside her, looking into the flames. I saw 

myself leading Suzanne to the grave of our new son, and Carla, the woman who gave me 

everything she owned, dying alone in a hospital bed before her time. I imagined the 
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preacher leading his congregation for days on a search through the woods for those 

missing boys.  

I called to Lynette and ran to catch up with her. I took Wendell from her and we 

walked together.  

“Go home, Harlan,” she said, but we climbed the front steps, and I breathed in 

Wendell’s hair one last time. Lynette knocked on the door, and when it opened, Ross’s 

wife shouted and took hold of Wendell, and Wendell burrowed himself into her. Then he 

pulled back to look at his mother’s face. He wrapped his fist in her hair and pressed his 

cheek to her neck, and she began to cry, and she rushed him down a hallway to his room. 

Then Ross was shouting. He pushed at Lynette, and a police officer tried to hold him back. 

“What the fuck, Mom,” he yelled. “What the fuck, Lynette,” and he was crying too.  

Lynette shrank against the wall and held her head with her hands. “He’s OK,” she 

said. “We didn’t hurt him. We made him safe for you, Ross.”  

Ross turned to me, and before I could open my mouth, Lynette said, “It weren’t 

Harlan. It weren’t his idea. All he did was drive.”  

The cop took a small notepad from his uniform pocket and told us to start from the 

beginning. And just like when we were kids, I looked at Lynette, and she looked back at 

me. We conspired without saying a word. You promised, I said. I know it, she said. It ends 

right here, Lynette. Yes, Harlan. With you and me. 


