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 !e Short Way to Old Oak is simple: one need only take the 
highway East out of the Wayne Forest corporation limit and turn 
right onto Dark Hollow Road, then keep going until you see it. Not 
that there’s much to see, mind you—all any living soul sees is just a 
few crumbling brick buildings and some impressively tall weeds. You 
can’t drive through the town anymore, so you have to park in a patch 
of gravel just o" the road and hoof the last half mile.
 I hadn’t visited the ruins of Old Oak for several years, of course 
preferring to travel there by the Long Way, and I’d forgotten just 
how neglected the place really had become. Creeper vines scaled the 
broken walls and into the empty sockets of windows, while poison 
ivy blanketed the ground like a lush green quilt. !e remnants of the 
dirt road over#owed with dandelions, creating a Yellow Brick Road 
e"ect. Bees buzzed around my feet as I tread over the gold-capped 
weeds. My shoes would be stained yellow, but it beat walking through 
poison ivy.
 I carried the tin box that contained my father’s ashes under 
my arm. With his last opiate-laced breath he’d said, “Take me to 
Old Oak, Daniel,” and that’s what I did. !e cemetery lurked behind 
the tumbledown carcass of the old Methodist church, barricaded 
behind a rusty gap-toothed wrought-iron fence. Once, a tall iron 
arch stretched above the cemetery gate, but it fell into the weeds 
and rotted away decades ago. !e headstones listed drunkenly, their 
engraved names eroded into anonymity and camou#aged behind 
choking foliage. 
 I plopped my father down on the grass between a clump of 
rhubarb and a patch of clover and took o" my jacket. It was mid-
June and the early morning chill quickly #ed the rising sun, while 
the evaporating dew made the air seem more than humid enough for 
my taste. I unfolded my collapsable army-surplus shovel and looked 
about the ruins for a likely spot to start digging. I admit to being just 
superstitious enough to want to avoid digging a hole in an already 
existing grave, hard to say what kind of trouble that might result in, 
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with talcum powder and I had to tip the tin upside-down and tap 
the bottom to get the more stubborn bits of my father to let go and 
tumble into the hole. I stared at the white mound for a moment 
before reaching for my shovel. “I did it, Dad. I brought you to Old 
Oak, just like you wanted.” I -lled in the hole, knowing as I did it 
that he’d be displeased with all the time I had wasted standing there.
 Impatience had de-ned George Dyle. He claimed it came 
from working for the post o.ce all those years, but I don’t know 
if I believe that. He wore his impatience like a prickly suit of body 
armor. He shouted, he cussed, and he ranted. He sounds like a real 
bastard, I know, but deep down he loved his family, and we loved 
him. We just had to do everything on his schedule. Everything had to 
happen only according to his schedule. You can imagine how dying a 
lingering death at the hands of cancer must have annoyed him. Once 
his diagnosis came to light, he just wanted it to be over. “Better dead 
than late for dinner!” I can still hear him saying that from his hospice 
bed.
 I walked back to my car and drove home.
 !e Long Way to Old Oak is much more interesting than the 
Short Way. You have to approach from the North on Dark Hollow 
Road, past the McTavish farm, but you have to park your car and 
take the footpath most of the way. !e trail meanders through the 
woods, never getting much wider than your foot, but also never 
getting lost in the underbrush. When you -nd the old Hopewell 
culture mound, which you can’t miss, you walk around it until you 
-nd the Wider Path. Sometimes you -nd it easily, only circling the 
mound a time or two, sometimes it seems like you have to circle the 
mound a dozen times, but when you -nd it, you’ll know it. Like the 
name suggests, the Wider Path is broad and carpeted in pine needles 
and crunchy maple leaves.
 I hiked this trail on the Fourth of July, and like every trip 
around the mound I wondered who found the Long Way. I didn’t 
know. !e Wider Path opened for me after a single circumnavigation 
of the mound, almost as if Old Oak was expecting my visit. I saw 
fresh footprints on the path and knew I would -nd somebody from 
Wayne Forest in the town. !at made sense, the -reworks always 

so I groped through the weeds until I found a little nook that I was 
fairly certain lay unoccupied.
 I dug down about three feet, probably much deeper than 
necessary, but once I started digging, I started thinking. I thought 
of old Mable Markhamer, aged ninety-six, whom I’d bumped into a 
week after my father’s death. Her husband Raymond’s ashes occupied 
his own hole somewhere in the Old Oak cemetery as well.
 “Will you take him to Old Oak?” Her voice had blared creakily 
and too loud.
 “Yes, it’s what he wanted. His father, and both sets of his 
grandparents are there, so it’s sort of a family tradition now.”
 “!at’s so nice. I’ll go there myself before long.” She dabbed 
her eyes with a rumpled handkerchief.
 “Will you take the Long Way or the Short Way?” I grinned, 
and she laughed.
 “Well, I’d prefer the Long Way, but at my age the Short Way 
seems more likely. He’ll be there for the Fourth of July -reworks?”
 I nodded. “I plan to sit next to him that night. He’d appreciate 
my coming I’m sure.”
 “Did you hear about that Elkins boy? !e one with the blue 
hair?” I wished she’d lower her voice, especially since she’d decided to 
gossip.
 “!e one that died in the car crash over in Makepeace?” I 
vaguely knew who she meant.
 “Yes, that’s the one. Did you know his grandmother, Genelle 
Watkins, poor thing has such a bad back, well anyway she took that 
boy to Old Oak.” I thought she sounded indignant.
 “No, I hadn’t heard that.”
 “I hope she didn’t dump his blue ashes on my poor Raymond!” 
She dabbed her eyes again.
 “I’m sure she didn’t, Mable. It’s a big cemetery.”

-x-
 I looked into my hole. I didn’t see any evidence of ashes, blue 
or otherwise. I picked up my father and crouched above the hole with 
my back to the breeze. I took the lid o" the tin and slowly poured 
the white ash into the ground. It looked like crushed eggshells mixed 
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 “Tommy, right. I almost didn’t recognize you without the blue 
hair.” I smiled. He didn’t.
 “How did I get here? I drove into town for a pack of smokes 
and I woke up in Little House On !e Prairie. !ey say I’m stuck here. 
Worse, they say I died. Are you dead too?” 
 I shook my head. “No, I came here by the Long Way, so I only 
get to visit.”
 He frowned. “Can I leave with you when you go back?” His 
eyes took on a feral, desperate gleam.
 “No, Tommy. You’re sort of stuck here. As far as I know, once 
you’ve come to Old Oak by the Short Way, there’s no way to ever 
leave it again. I’m sorry.” I patted him on the shoulder, but he just 
shook his head slowly and stalked down the street.
 I watched him for a long moment then looked around the 
town. Old Oak, circa 1900, unchanged for over a century. No cars, no 
electricity, no telephones. I didn’t know if these things existed in 1900 
or not, but they certainly didn’t exist here. Not that I knew how to 
de-ne here in the context of Old Oak anyway. One could de-ne the 
Old Oak where I buried my father’s ashes as a ghost town, while this 
Old Oak could be de-ned as the ghost of a town.
 In 1900 every soul in the town of Old Oak Ohio vanished 
without a trace. !e sheri" rode out from Makepeace, but he couldn’t 
-nd a single clue. Today, if two hundred people disappeared in a 
single night, the Discovery Channel would -lm a documentary and 
every conspiracy theorist in the world would have a hypothesis. In 
1900 however, the course of action seemed to involve hushing up the 
whole thing and forgetting that a town called Old Oak ever existed. 
Only the oldest families in Wayne Forest knew about the Long Way 
to Old Oak, and they usually never spoke of it to outsiders. Tommy 
Elkins’ presence in town could signal that someone in Wayne Forest 
had a big mouth. Despite her indignation, my money rode on Mable 
Markhamer.
 Remembering my father’s views on punctuality I turned and 
ran for the restaurant. I burst through the doors and saw him at 
a table cutting up a thick piece of beef. He sat dressed in an old-
fashioned dark brown suit with a golden watch chain dangling from 

brought in lots of visitors.
 Two enormous oak trees leaned over the trail, creating a natural 
archway. I paused beneath them and looked up, but the topmost 
branches disappeared into the leafy canopy, which made me feel very 
small. I took a deep breath, held it, and stepped through the arch. 
Nothing changed. It never did but for some reason I always expected 
a bolt of lightning or something like that. I trudged on along the trail 
as the clock struck seven.
 !e trail ended and the bustling town of Old Oak stood 
before me clean and pristine. !e doors to the bank opened and two 
men in bowler hats walked out talking. I recognized one of them as 
Raymond Markhamer and waved. He smiled and waved back and 
started to cross the street but had to wait for a buggy to pass. I never 
met Raymond before he died, but I’d gotten to know him well in the 
years since.
 “Daniel, good to see you. Mable is here, someplace or another. 
Lots of folks from town are here for the -reworks. !at why you’ve 
come?”
 “Well, yes, but I’m also here to see my dad.” I looked around 
the street but didn’t see him anywhere.
 “Oh yeah, that’s right. I talked to him the other night and he 
said he expected to see you on the Fourth.” He took a gold pocket 
watch out of his vest pocket. “As I recall, he expected you for dinner 
before the -reworks. Five minutes ago.” He chuckled.
 “Guess I’m in trouble already. I’d better move on. Know where 
he is, Raymond?”
 “Yes sir, he’s in Hoodle’s restaurant, eating a beefsteak if I’m 
not mistaken.” He grinned.
 “!at sounds like Dad. He loves his steak.” I shook Raymond’s 
hand and quickstepped up the street. I saw a young man with stringy 
blond hair standing in front of the cigar shop. I hadn’t seen him in 
Old Oak before, yet he looked familiar anyway. I stopped a few feet 
away from him and he turned to face me.
 “Mr. Elkins? I’m sorry, I don’t know your -rst name.”
 “Tommy.” He pushed his hair out of his face with a very 
twenty--rst century motion, out of place in Old Oak. 
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his vest pocket. He looked to be about thirty, hale and hearty. He 
even had hair again, thick and brown. His mustache was curled up on 
the ends with wax, which made me smile. Any signs of his prolonged 
illness had left him, and he looked to me to be in the prime of his 
life, just like Raymond Markhamer and every other resident of Old 
Oak.
 My eyes watered up and the tears stung them. Here, before 
me eating a steak, sat the father that I’d buried, alive again, healthy 
again, and annoyed at me again. I sat down at his table, feeling a 
complicated mixture of joy and sorrow. He glanced up at me, wiped 
his mouth on his napkin and took out his watch. “You’re late Daniel.”
 I grinned and blinked away my tears. “I know, they call it the 
Long Way for a reason.” 
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