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From the front office of the Lakeside Herald three people watched through the window on which was written the name of the paper and below it, “James Braxton, Editor-in-Chief.” Kim sat with Brax and the other reporter in the daily meeting to determine what story, if any, would be worthy of pursuit in tomorrow’s edition.

A man walked past the office and stopped at a newspaper dispenser. He reached into his jeans and pulled out a quarter, inserted it, and grabbed the recent edition. “Jamboree Headed This Way,” read the headline. He shook his head, resigned to the minimal level of excitement over the next few days and fastened the loose buttons of his flannel shirt as the chilly wind picked up. A stray piece of paper floated past him, and he continued on along the remaining two blocks of small businesses that lined the downtown street ending at the Methodist church. 

“Well, Brax, sold another paper. Old reliable Hank Johannsen keeping us in business. The Lakeside Herald with all the news that’s fit to forget,” Kim said.

Brax turned away from the window, and, ignoring her, looked at Ben, who slumped his short, stocky body into his chair before the small desk of the editor. 

“Ben, I’ve got one for you. Somebody caught an eight-pound bass, which is pretty big for a largemouth. Head out there to Finn’s Fish Camp. Take the camera.”

Ben looked away. “Maybe it will make the Guiness Records.”

“Something else, and I want both of you on it,” Brax said. “A missing person.”

“You know, Brax, once a year, around hunting season, somebody disappears and turns up a couple months later in Saginaw or Flint after a long drunk. Can’t Chief Davis handle this?” Kim asked.

“Why? Pretty involved in that Jamboree story you’re working on?”

“The Jamboree story. Live music brought to you by a three-fingered banjo player, a drummer with a snare drum, and a sixty-two-year-old female singer who probably knows at most ten country hits.”

“Trade you the fish camp for this one,” Ben said,

“Into mature ladies, Ben? Anyway, I hate fish. If it wasn’t for the property my uncle left me, and no offense, Brax, I wouldn’t even be in Lakeside. That’s a ‘no,’ Ben.”

“This one’s a bit different. The guy’s a local and didn’t go hunting. And I want both of you on it.”

“What about the fish camp? I could put it in my dynamite column, ‘Wrapping It Up.’” Ben said. “Another interesting story from the guy who brought you ‘Catching Bass on Ten Worms a Day.’” 

“Take care of that. The missing person story can wait till morning. It’s late and most folks up there will be settled in for the night.”

“Up there? Up where?”

“It’s a Christian settlement called Hallow Wood.”

“A cult?”

Kim turned to Ben. “Not a cult, just a bunch of Fundamentalists on a trip to Heaven. Harmless and they keep to themselves.”

Ben thought for a moment. “Hallow Wood. As in hallowed, hallowed be thy name?”

She nodded. “You got it.” 

“One of those Christians is an ad man.”

Brax sat down in the black leather chair his wife gave him last birthday. “That’s about it.”

The two reporters rose and left the office. Ben removed his fleece jacket from the hanger by the newsroom door. “On to the fish camp. Meet you here in the morning before we head for Christendom,” and he walked out. 

After the door closed behind Ben, Brax walked to Kim’s desk where she half-heartedly typed in a few sentences to make the Jamboree seem like it mattered. 

“Kim, can I talk to you in my office?”

“What a relief. I’ve run out of meaningless adjectives.”

Brax looked across the room to the only other man there, Wendell, the printer, who came in every afternoon to set type. He motioned to the door. “Could you close that?” Kim did so and seated herself.

“What’s up?”

Brax paused a moment. “How well do you know Ben?”

“Know him? Probably better than anyone around here. How do you mean?”

“I got a call from the Chief a while back but waited till we could speak privately. It appears that the FBI is searching for a man fitting Ben’s description.”

“The FBI? Why the FBI?”

“It’s an interstate matter having to do with a series of robberies in Phoenix not long ago.”


“What the hell! How’d they come up with the central Michigan woods?”

“Davis told it like this. One of the three men involved--the other two disappeared--has an aunt living in Phoenix. They knew this from asking around in the south part of the city. There’s a kind of close-knit area there. Everybody knows everybody, a sort of Greenwich Village. Anyway the people there knew this guy they’re looking for and they knew about the robberies. A couple store owners were killed in the process. The ones who were friends with the guy told the cops about his aunt and where she lived.”

“They paid her a visit and that led to here? How?” Kim asked.

“A cabin. It was the only thing she owned of any value. They used to spend time in it to be close to relatives up here, since deceased. The old lady wouldn’t tell the FBI just where the cabin was. Said she couldn’t remember.”

“So why Ben?”

“That happens to be her nephew’s name.”

This stopped Kim from further questions, but she noted, “Brax, there are a hundred small towns scattered across this part of the state. And half of them probably have a Ben.”

“I agree. That’s why I want you to find out more. I like him. He’s cynical but I can’t picture Ben as a criminal.”

“Me either. Tell you what. In the morning we’ll stop in at Katie’s for some lunch after the trip to Hallow Wood. I won’t pry, just get a handle on his history but I gotta tell you this doesn’t seem right. I’ll feel like a spy, and he doesn’t deserve that. Why didn’t you find out about Phoenix when you hired him?”

“Around here writers aren’t easy to find.  He just said ‘out West,’ and I didn’t pursue it. He showed me some samples of what he’d done and said he had a place to live and I needed another reporter. So . . .”

“Will do, but this is way beyond credible.”

The next morning was the drive down a two-lane road to the north carved out of the sandy soil and flanked by forty-foot pines. Ben grabbed a couple cokes from the backseat of Kim’s Chevy sedan. 

“How much farther?” and he popped the top for her. 

“Another few miles. There’s a dirt road up here.”

They turned into it, two sandy ruts that wound ahead into the woods. Around one bend they saw a four-by-four homemade sign. “Hallow Wood,” and beneath that the lettering, “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done.”

“Looks like we’re here. Where to now?”

Kim pointed to a large log cabin that stood in front of scattered trailers. Airstreams, an old Winnebago, and several that Ben couldn’t identify by model, and the manufacturer’s names had been worn off by years of Michigan winters and summer rains. In front of one were several hand-carved crosses--quite good, Ben thought. Another had a table of pamphlets. A small upright sign behind them read “The Way.” 

As they parked by the front cabin, its door opened and a thin woman in a faded blue dress stepped out. She walked toward them with a smile that Kim imagined the father had when his prodigal son returned. 

“The Lord is with you.”

Ben, stifling a smile returned, “Every little bit helps.”

Kim quickly added, “Thank you.”

“My name is Sarah. Are you from the authorities about my missing husband?”

“No, but maybe we can help. I’m Kim and this is Ben. We work for the Lakeside Herald.”

“Praise be for your kind hearts.”

Kim looked over at a picnic table at the end of the cabin. “Can we sit down for a bit?”

“Of course. Where are my manners?” Sarah said leading them to the wooden seats.

Ben began. “Tell us what happened. When did you notice your husband’s . . .”

“Elijah,” Sarah said.

“Yes, Elijah. When did you first suspect he was missing?”

“He went into town, the Lakeside Quickmart, for some milk and eggs. That was yesterday morning around ten. I got worried after a couple hours and called Mr. Davis about it.”

“And he told you he’d look into it, of course,” Ben said.

“Yes, but it’s been so long now. I’m really worried.”

Kim unconsciously placed her hand on Sarah’s. “Chief Davis has lots of connections around here. He’ll notify every office in central Michigan to be on the lookout. I know you’re worried, but you need some patience.”

“Oh, I’ve prayed for that, but I can’t shake that feeling of dread that . . . you know, an accident maybe. He has a heart condition.” Sarah stared at the base of a stand of pines by the road. “And some nights Elijah just couldn’t sleep. He awakened me a few weeks back, oh, that must have been early September, sitting on the side of our bed. He kept saying ‘Why? Why?’ over and over. It was frightening. I convinced him to pray with me about it and finally got him to lie back down.”

“Have any idea what he was referring to?”

“Elijah, in spite of all the efforts of our community prayers, was a sad man.”

Ben added, “Depressed.”

“Yes.”

“Did something happen to him to make him that way?” Kim asked.

“He was always a private person. He didn’t talk about his past much. But one night, a year back, he was unusually restless. You can tell when someone is having a nightmare. Out of nowhere he screamed ‘My daughter!’ He sprang out of bed. I thought it was a heart attack. I grabbed his arm. ‘Elijah! What is it?’ He breathed heavily. After a moment. ‘Her,’ he said. I asked ‘Who?’ but he just sat there for a long time. I went to the kitchen and brought him a glass of cold water. He drank half of it and lay back down.

“I tried to get him to talk but his back was to me and he wouldn’t answer. I’m sure he was crying but wouldn’t talk anymore. So, I never found out what he meant about ‘my daughter’ but . . .” and Sarah sat silent for a time that made the two reporters uncomfortable. 

“Well,” Kim said to change the subject, “it looks like we need to make some inquiries at the Quickmart. They’ll know him, won’t they?”

Sarah looked back at Kim. “Oh yes, we shop there all the time. The owner is Mr. Benton, a nice man with a good memory. We donated one of our wooden crosses to the Methodist church at the edge of town where he helps out.”

As Kim rose, the other two joined her. “Sarah, we’ll keep on this. And, please, do what you’re good at: having faith.”

They walked toward Kim’s car. Sarah smiled and bid them a God-be-with-you farewell.

As Kim steered along the sandy ruts toward the highway, Ben said, “My daughter?”

Without turning her head, she said, “Yeah. Some private history there.”

“And it really ate at him.”

After a few miles, she pulled up to the Lakeside Quickmart. Inside was a man and two customers purchasing groceries. Once they left, Kim approached the man she knew as Mr. Benton. 

He greeted Kim. She introduced Ben as a coworker and began, “We’re checking into the whereabouts of Elijah who lives out in Hallow Wood. His wife’s really worried. It’s been a day without a word.”

“Was he at the store yesterday? Do you remember?” Ben asked.

“Yes. And it was strange.” 

The reporters glanced at each other. “How so?” Kim said.

“Well, Elijah had some stuff, milk and eggs as I recall. He laid a ten on the counter. Funny how he looked so distracted. I put the stuff in a bag. He picked it up and walked out of the front. I hadn’t given him his change so I called his name, but he was half way out the door. I went around the counter. I had eyes on him to make sure he wouldn’t drive off without his money. Here’s the strange part. Halfway to the entrance I caught sight of a kind of tall guy in a brown suit. Nobody around here dresses like that. Real neat, like a businessman. I stopped for a second, which I shouldn’t have done, and then went on outside. Know what I saw?”

“No but we’d sure like to,” Ben said.

“Nobody. Elijah’s pickup sat there but no Elijah.”

“The businessman?” Kim asked.

“Him either. The street was empty except for some kids playing down at the church yard.”

A short walk down the street was Katie’s Diner. A small sign hung over the entrance with the name of the restaurant. Pink lettering covered the window with the words, “Breakfast. Lunch. Dinner served till 8.” As Kim and Ben entered, the small bell over the door jingled. Two men and a woman wearing hunting jackets sat before cups of coffee at the counter. There were no tables aside from the booths that lined the window. 

As they seated themselves in a booth, a forty-ish woman, hair up, in a pink dress behind the counter said, “Morning folks. Be right with you.”

Kim picked up the menu she’d seen dozens of times. Ben sat idle for a while.

“Not hungry?” she said deciding between ham and eggs or pancakes.

Ben looked out the front window at the blue garage across the street. “That looks familiar.”

She looked up. “How?”

The waitress interrupted them, coffee pot in hand. Filling their cups, she asked, “So, what sounds good today? You can order from the lunch items if you want.”

“Good morning, Katie. I skipped breakfast so how about ham and two eggs.”

“And you sir?”

Ben hadn’t opened his menu. “You have meat loaf?”

“Sure.” Katie wrote the orders on her pad and turned toward the kitchen behind the counter.

“Say, Katie, have you seen Elijah in the last couple days, the man who lives out at Hallow Wood?” Ben asked.

She looked back. “No. Why, is something wrong?”

“Just wanted to talk to him.”

“Nope, not for a few days. Those folks aren’t much for restaurants,” and she continued toward the order window.

“Ben, what did you mean by ‘that looks familiar’?” 

Ben took a sip of coffee. “You don’t know much about me, do you?”

“Well . . . no. Not where you came from. I know you’re an okay guy and write well-enough to help on the paper. And you like meat loaf.”

“Yeah, it was a staple in a poor household where mom would cook what she called ‘hamburger steak,’ patties without the buns. How about that.”
“And when you first arrived in Lakeside, you had a good tan. You don’t have a southern accent, so I assume somewhere in the southwest?”

“Not bad. Phoenix, for a few years.”

“What brought you here?”

“My uncle’s old cabin. And some distance.”

“From? Just a getaway?”

Ben smiled. “You really are a reporter. Yes, you could call it that, a getaway.”

She gave him a look that caught the negative connotation of the word.

“It was south Phoenix, a small section of a few blocks. A certain type migrated there. A post-hippie crowd.”

“Ben, I can’t picture you as a hippie, post or otherwise.”

“There were three of us. We met in a local bar, just started talking for no reason. Turned out that one of my new friends had big ideas on how to get some quick money.”

“You went along with it?”

“I was broke, pretty much jobless except for temp agencies. Anyway this guy, his name was Joshua, one night told Thomas and me about an easy plan. Thomas. Hell, he would have gone along with anything Joshua said. And he was as broke as I was.”

Kim said, “So you went along with it,”

Ben told her the story up to the escape. “The area was nearly free of cops. The main street was lined with small shops catering to that crowd, what were called head shops, and organic everything. The street had a couple yoga centers, a bookstore full of new age material. And each of these small businesses had only one proprietor. Business wasn't brisk enough to hire help.

“The plan was for each of us to each heist two shops, meet in the bookstore at the end of the street, and take off. It was simple. Little resistance from the owners who had nothing in the way of security. No need. At least, this is what they thought. Everybody there was riding on a cloud of imagining.”

“Imagining what?”

“That’s another story. So, we did the robberies and we met at the bookstore. Thing is, the operation wasn’t as smooth as the other guy, Thomas, and I thought it would be. A couple people died.”

“Did you . . .”

“No, nobody got hurt in my places. But Joshua was pure thug and he was brutal.”

“So how did you escape?”

“Wow. Might as well tell you.”

“Ben, you are the very definition of cryptic.”

“Kim, I’m just getting started.” She was silent.

He continued. “How’s your imagination? Feel like suspending your disbelief? Well, prepare to suspend.”

“What?”

“Don’t say anything for a while. Pretend, if you need to, that you’re listening to a science fiction story. Not like Twilight Zone. Beyond that. Okay?”

Katie laid their orders before them on the table. “Can I get you anything else?”

Without taking her eyes off Ben, Kim said, “Do you serve alcohol?”

Katie laughed. “You know we don’t.”

“Just hoping. Thanks,” Kim said as the waitress, still smiling, left their table. “Okay, Ben, entertain me.”

And Ben began, “Suppose, just suppose, that you could travel someplace just by concentrating on that place. Form a solid image in your mind, think of nothing else, ignore all the outside sounds, and be there.”

“Everybody does that. It’s called ‘daydreaming.’”

“Not a daydream. Actually, physically, go there.”

“That’s nuts.”

“It is,” and Ben said nothing else.

“My turn? Okay, what has that got to do with you?” She thought for a moment. “Wait. You’re not telling me this has something to do with your escape.” She paused. “You’re saying this is how you escaped?” 

“Yes.”

“Well, if that were possible, the prisons would be empty. Criminals could just wish, excuse me, concentrate on a place and poof! They’re gone. It would be great for business in Tahiti.”

“But, there’s a catch.”

“I knew there had to be.”

“I’m not sure just why, but only people, only certain people, in that little part of south Phoenix can do it.”

“And you’re one of these special people.”

“Seems so. There were all kinds of stories floating around. One was something to do with DNA and your parents. I never knew mine. When I was a little kid, too early to know what was happening, they just dropped me off at my aunt’s one day. I don’t know why and I don’t know where they went.”

“But, you’re saying it was their fault. Wrong word, their . . . what?”

“Just call it their experience. No, I haven’t any idea what that might have been.”

Kim continued. “So, this is like a ‘Beam me up Scottie’ scenario from Star Trek, except you’re doing your own beaming.”

“If it helps, you can think of it that way.”

“I have to, if any of this makes sense. The obvious question is: Can you still perform this beaming?”

“Sorry to disappoint. I know you’re thinking of a demonstration for proof. But, no. Just after I arrived in Lakeside, I had this strong urge to visit my aunt in Phoenix, to thank her for not giving away my exact location and, I guess, just to be with my only living relative. That’s aside from my parents who are in the wind or who knows.”

“You couldn’t do it?”

“It didn’t work. I sat on my bed several times and focused. It was quiet. The image of my aunt’s home was solidly in my mind. After half an hour or so in each attempt I couldn’t jump.”

“Couldn’t what? Jump?”

“Right. That’s what it’s called, ‘jumping.’”

“This is so crazy that I half-way believe you or know you believe what you’re telling me. And if it’s not true, that makes you a psycho, but I can’t see you that way. You’re not depressed or anxious or suspicious, or show any of the other pop psychology indications.” 

Ben didn’t respond. Kim remembered her plate of ham and eggs and pressed her forefinger against the now cold ham. “Katie,” she called across the counter, “can we get a couple to-go boxes?” Over at Ben, she said, “I don’t know about you, but eating is the last thing on my mind and my mind is pretty full. Let’s head to the office.”

Back at the newspaper, Brax motioned to the two reporters as they entered. They hung their jackets by the door and took seats in front of the editor’s desk. Brax stood by his chair.

“You make it out to Hallow Wood?” Brax asked.

Kim led with the story. “Yes. And swung by the Quickmart where the woman’s husband was last seen. We’re nowhere near figuring out what happened to him.”

“Who is he?”

“His name is Elijah. They’re not much on last names out there. He left yesterday morning for the store, the Quickmart, to pick up some food. Benton, the proprietor, remembered the encounter perfectly.” 

Ben took over. “The guy disappeared. I don’t mean nobody can find him. He literally vanished. He was in the store, picked up his bag at the counter, but forgot his change. Benton followed him to the street, at least went in that direction. When he was outside, no Elijah. There wasn’t time for him to walk anywhere. It was no more than a half minute from Benton leaving the counter to his walk through the door.” 

Brax waited a moment. “So we’re pretty much at a dead end. Maybe that’s for the best.”

Kim asked, “What do you mean?”

“I got another call from the Chief.”

“And?”

Looking directly at Ben, Brax said, “Some people are headed over this way from Saginaw.”

Ben straightened in his chair. “What people?”

“Some FBI guys. It seems they’re on the lookout for a man. And they have new information about him from their Phoenix office.”

Kim turned toward Ben, as much in sympathy as to see his reaction. She hoped there wouldn’t be one, but Ben turned away from Brax’s focused attention.

“So . . .” Ben mumbled.

“Yeah,” Brax said acknowledging what he knew was an admission.

Kim thought for a moment. “What if Ben weren’t here? I mean, if he were off on a story someplace?”

“You mean hiding,” Brax asked.

“Or just gone, using the story as a cover. It would be plausible deniability on your part.”

Brax sat down and the room was quiet for several seconds. “Did you harm anyone in those robberies?” Brax asked.

Ben broke into a forced smile. “Well, looks like I’m your guy.”

“Did you?”

“No, Joshua did the rough stuff. I was just along for the ride and the split.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes. We ended up at the meeting place and talked about it. Joshua did all the heavy stuff. After that we just took off.”

Kim looked across at Brax in a way that conveyed her belief in Ben’s story.

“And after that you came to Michigan and ended up here at your aunt’s cabin.”

“You’re well-informed. That’s about it. I handed you some stuff from a couple pamphlets I had in my hip pocket just to look legit.”

“Always thought that was odd, tri-fold brochures for a resume, but I needed another reporter. And, have to say, you fitted the bill.”

No one spoke for a moment until Kim said, “Well?”

“The missing person is still missing and I’m throwing all my resources, you two, on the story. When those FBI guys show up, the last time I saw you was this morning after your report.” He motioned toward the main office. “Wendell out there can back me up.”

Ben looked at Kim and back at Brax.

Kim stood and leaned across the desk, hand extended. “Thank you.”

Still seated, Brax shook her hand briefly. “I’ll find another reporter and do a better job of checking him out. Now you two get back on that story.”

Ben stood up alongside Kim and was about to speak. Brax gave him a stern look, the kind a strict father gives to his son. 

“Get out of here.”

On the sidewalk, Kim asked, “So what’s your plan? Have one?”

“I can’t stay around here. It’s back to the cabin, grab my stuff, and take off in my Jeep.”

“I’ll tag along.”

“You don’t have to. I won’t be there long and then it’s straight up I75 to Ontario.”

“And once you get to Canada?”

“They’re okay folks. I’ll make my way. Maybe they can use a good reporter.”

“Drop me a letter now and then?”

He hugged her. “Maybe I can talk you into coming up.”

“Wouldn’t be too difficult.”

“We gotta move.” They broke the embrace and headed for their vehicles.

Ben parked close to the cabin and Kim drove up beside the Jeep.

Inside the cabin, he pulled a couple old suitcases from the closet and laid them on the bed beneath the living room window. 

“Where did those come from? It didn’t sound like you were planning a trip when you left Phoenix.”

He smiled at her as he opened them. “Semper paratus. Ya never know.” They swept the few changes of clothes from the closet. Ben stuffed his armful into a suitcase as Kim arranged her portion of his clothes neatly. Ben locked the first case and carried it out the door. 

After folding the last shirt, Kim looked around. Bathroom. She opened that door and began gathering the shaving sundries and his toothbrush into a small canvas bag that sat beside the sink. As she closed the mirror on the cabinet above the sink, sounds outside caught her attention. She listened. “No time . . .” a voice said. It wasn’t Ben’s. She carried the bag into the living room and set it on the bed by the remaining suitcase. Out the window she saw Ben by his Jeep still holding his case. Behind the Jeep was a brown shape hidden by Ben’s outline and the vehicle.

“What the hell? The FBI couldn’t be here that fast.” She moved to the door and started out. “Ben?” There was only the Jeep and the suitcase next to it and her car. At a fast pace she walked behind the Jeep and looked into the woods around the cabin.

He walked along the same quiet familiar street where he was a stranger now. The air of the day was chilly. Clouds of warm air formed as he exhaled. Pausing by the front window of the Lakeside Herald he saw someone he didn’t know at his desk, typing. 

A couple walked past him in Sunday clothes on their way to the Methodist Church. He turned and greeted the couple. They had known him but said only a friendly “Hello” without the usual small talk. 

It’s like they said. Another place. Everything the same except for you. You’re different, Ben. They won’t know you because in this place, this time, you are new. A new past with new choices.
“A new life with old memories,” he whispered to himself. Up the street was the sign for Katie’s Diner. His walk was slow. He realized that if
 were he to choose a place to settle in, this would be it. He studied the trees that were mostly bare of fall leaves, their branches moving in the light wind like erasers across the featureless grey sky. The air smelled like moist earth. 

He opened the door to the familiar restaurant. It was Sunday and church hadn’t let out yet. Only a single patron sat in a booth by the window. Her hair was blonde and she looked, he imagined, intelligent. Her face turned toward his. I think I’ll have a cup of coffee.






