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Passing Through

by Caroline Swicegood


Almost two thousand miles from where you started, you’re riding in your friend’s car through Emblem, Wyoming and you discover the secret to life.  It comes to you suddenly and you shift through your purse for a pen and something to write on.  You don’t have a pen but you find one in the glove compartment and press the tip to the back of a Starbucks receipt.  Your friend asks what you’re writing.


“Nothing important,” you say.


The secret to life is tri-fold, but you manage to condense it down to one concise, poignant, and grammatically correct sentence.  You stare at it.  It seems so obvious and simple.


You continue through Bighorn, down Route 14 and into Yellowstone.  You pay your fees and get assigned a camping area.  On the way to your site, it starts looking like it might storm.  The sky was 
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endlessly blue and clear on the ride in but now bruised clouds roll in 

and the wind picks up.  A bald eagle is trying to fly against it and is 

halted mid-air, hovering above the car.  You both agree that it’s probably a sign of some sort—a national symbol in a national park being thrown about by the elements—but you disagree about whether it’s a good omen or a bad one, whether it’s a sign of struggle and defeat or of perseverance in the face of adversity.  This conversation lasts until nightfall.


It doesn’t rain and you spend the evening grilling tofu dogs and letting the smoke from the campfire seep into your clothing.  You breathe it in when you zip yourself into your sleeping bag.  Sometime during the night you hear drops, gentle at first and then a hard staccato, falling on the nylon dome of your tent.  You turn over on your stomach and fall back asleep.


It’s still going the next morning.  You bypass Old Faithful—you saw it once on a family trip when you were eight and were unimpressed—and explore near the paint pots instead, the hems of 
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your jeans rolled up to avoid dragging in the mud and neon green poncho zipped to the throat.  Water sluices from the edges of the plastic hood and onto your face, getting in your eyes and pasting your hair to your cheeks.  Drops splash into the kaleidoscopic thermal springs.  Bright blues and greens ripple.  Steam rises from the pools and the smell of sulfur is in your nose.  You’re pretty sure it’s the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen.  Your friend squats down with her camera to take a picture.  DC seems so far away, and so does Seattle.


You go back to the site and pack up.  Neither of you want to drive six hours in wet clothes, so she gets in the front seat of the car and you get in the back and you wiggle furtively out of your jeans, hoping no passing campers will notice anything through the fogged windows.  You pull another pair on and lay the wet ones across the back seat to dry.  You set off for Montana.


A week later, in Idaho, you take those jeans out of your backpack and feel a lump in the pocket.  You pull out the Starbucks receipt, now a gray ball of pulp that’s been soaked and then dried, its fibers pilled 
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and edges stiff as you open it and smooth it out, the blue ink smeared and washed so faint it’s illegible.  You can’t remember for the life of you what you wrote.

Caroline is a recent graduate of North Carolina State University's MFA program.  Her fiction has most recently appeared in Grey Sparrow, Crate, the Ampersand Review, and 3:AM Magazine. 
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Harmon Killebrew

by William Cass


There wasn’t much of a reason for the emotions I felt when I heard that Harmon Killebrew had died.  Nor for the memories of my father that were stirred with the news.  Nor for the impulse that had led me to drive across the state to find the ballplayer’s grave.

My dad had been dead himself for almost five years when I heard of Harmon’s passing.  I’d been introduced to baseball by my father in 1965 when I was in the third grade and we were living in St. Paul where Harmon played for the Twins.  It was one of their best seasons, and he was their star player.  My dad took me to my first game at the old Metropolitan Stadium next to the airport.  I’ll never forget it.  Somehow, he got great seats along the first baseline only a few rows up.  In the ninth inning, Harmon hit one of his trademark towering homeruns to deep left field that won the game.  He tipped his cap as 
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he crossed home plate, but he wouldn’t come out of the dugout 

afterwards for a curtain call in spite of the ongoing cheers of the crowd.


“That,” my dad told us as we shuffled up the aisle to leave, “is what you call class.  Another name for it is humility.  Remember, because it might be the most underrated trait that there is.”


I recall him ruffling my hair.  I looked up at him, and he put a hand on my shoulder.  He was built like Harmon, not tall, but solid across the chest and shoulders; he’d had a cup of coffee with a minor league affiliate of the Boston Red Sox before he married my mom and had to get a real job to support a family.   Just about every afternoon when he got home from work, I was waiting for him on the front step with our mitts; he’d smile, then unknot his tie and play catch with me on the side yard.   


During the Twins’ run to the pennant that year, my dad usually had the game tuned in on his transistor radio in the evening on the back patio.  Often, a couple of the neighbor guys would come over 
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after dinner and they’d sit together out there in folding chairs drinking Black Label beer, smoking cigars, and listening to the game.  Usually, 

they’d let me perch nearby, too, listening, smacking a ball into my mitt, watching the fireflies flit across the backyard.  Harmon had quickly become my favorite player, and I listened intently as they exchanged stories about his shy, self-effacing manner, the way he’d quietly help out the younger players, or how he’d often acknowledge an umpire respectfully as he headed back to the dugout after a called third strike. When I was sent to bed, I could still just make out their voices out there chuckling, cheering, or moaning to the radio, but the sound of the game itself was drowned out by the call of the crickets and cicadas in the empty fields behind our subdivision and the groan of the frogs along the brook that ran through them.

My dad and I continued to follow the Twins together after moving away that winter.  We were living in Des Moines in 1969 when Harmon was chasing Roger Maris’ single season homerun record, and he and I used to race each other each morning to get the newspaper 
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from the front walk so we could keep track of that pursuit.  As was common those days in the insurance industry, my dad’s career path included transfers every few years, which took us further and further 

west.  Understandably, I suppose, with each move, that shared interest of ours dimmed a bit.   Especially when I got to my teenage years and in my angst, began to shut him out.  Or later, when I was done with college and on my own, and found less and less time for him.  I passed on a lot of opportunities.  Sometimes I didn’t even return his phone calls, which was the case just before he died.

After my dad passed away, I became so consumed with my own affairs that any awareness I might have still had for Harmon or the Twins pretty much went by the wayside, although I still heard the occasional tale of his civic contributions after retirement or the folklore surrounding his everyman status.   I married, moved to Oregon, and soon thereafter, we had a son who was born with a litany of medical and developmental problems.  We didn’t understand at first how extensive those would be until after several months in the 
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NICU at Portland’s Children’s Hospital, we were told that his care demands were such that he would need to stay in the medically fragile wing there on a permanent basis.  Unfortunately, my wife and I handled his circumstances and what they meant for the future in 

separate ways.  I began to drink too much, and she became involved with a co-worker who was also an acquaintance of mine.  An evening 

eventually came when she told me that she was done being a martyr, done being trapped, and had a right to be happy.  Her suitcase sat packed on our bedroom floor.  She left with her lover and they moved out of the state.

I visited our son at the hospital before and after work each day.  If the weather was nice, I’d push him in his wheelchair over to the healing garden where he liked the sound of the wind chimes and the freckled shadows that danced across his face when the breeze blew through the tree branches overhead.  Each evening, I brought him into the parents’ room, held him, and sang to him softly.  The parents’ room was always empty; I don’t think I ever saw anyone else there.
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I didn’t have my first drink each night until I’d arrived home from the hospital.  There wasn’t anything noteworthy or redeeming about my reasons for drinking, nothing more profound than a futile attempt at escape.  Escape from dashed dreams, from guilt and blame, from pain and rejection, from a spiral of self-pity and self-loathing.  It

was a lousy attempt, and I knew it, but I kept at it.  I couldn’t imagine feeling more alone.


I heard the news of Harmon’s death listening to the radio on a Friday morning in May on my way to the school where I taught.  I pulled to the side of the road.  The report told about a memorial at the new Twins’ stadium in Minneapolis that had taken place a week or so after his funeral and burial in Payette, Idaho, where he’d been born.   The story focused on the outpouring of emotion from the fans and tributes former teammates made about the Hall of Famer, with most of those having more to do with his gentleness of spirit than his accomplishments on the field.  But I wasn’t listening closely to the radio at that point.  I found myself thinking of my father, and how he 
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and Harmon must have been about the same age, which is something I’d never considered before.  I thought of playing catch on the side yard and those evenings on the back patio in St. Paul, and I thought about loss.  Mixed in somewhere were thoughts of my wife, our son, and my own decline.   For these reasons or others I can’t surmise, I began to cry quite uncontrollably. 


I sat pitifully like that for perhaps ten minutes before I recovered enough to call my school office and request a sub for the day.  Then I called my son’s hospital and let the charge nurse at the front desk know I’d be probably be gone overnight, but would be able to be reached, if needed, by cell phone.  Interstate 84 was only a few miles up the road, and then it was pretty much a straight six-hour shot, I knew, to Payette.  I wasn’t sure how I’d find the cemetery when I got there, but I figured it couldn’t be that hard.  


The first couple hours or so of the drive along the Columbia River were pretty, but then the landscape gave way to barren high desert in all directions.  The sun was out and the weather mild, so I drove with 
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the windows down.  I stopped for lunch in La Grande, where I was the only customer in a restaurant bar; I had two beers with my Cobb salad and watched sports highlights on the mounted TV.  I reached Ontario around three o’clock, and headed across the Snake River into Idaho on Route 30, and then up the 95 the short way into Payette where the welcome sign noted a population of just over 8.000.  I stopped at the first grocery store I came to, bought flowers, and asked the cashier if 

she knew where Harmon was buried.  She directed me to Riverside Cemetery at the north end of town.  I came upon it quickly – a small, plain enough place with wide, flat expanse of dry grass and the river curving around the top of it.  I don’t know what I’d hoped to find, but I was relieved to be there.


The location of Harmon’s grave was obvious.  It was the only one with new earth, and there were wreaths and flowers all around it.  I parked, walked slowly up to it, and added mine to the mix.  I glanced around and saw other headstones with the Killebrew name surrounding his, and then noticed an old man sitting on a stone bench 
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a few feet away.  He’d said nothing as I approached, but he was staring at me steadily with a small smile.  He wore a faded Twins’ cap, a gray cardigan sweater, and held a cane between his knees.


“Fan?” he asked.


I shrugged, then nodded.


“Bunch been stopping by.”  He gestured with his cane towards the flowers.  “He was quite a guy.”


“You a fan?”


“Family friend.  Though I became one…just about everybody in this town did.”


He was small-framed, and his khaki trousers were too short.  He took off his large glasses, pinched the bridge of his nose, and replaced them.  I guessed that he was close to ninety.


“So,” I asked.  “What was he like?”


He pursed his lips and seemed to consider a moment.  “Probably about what you’ve heard.   Decent, down to earth, good-hearted, not full of himself.  Hell of an athlete as a boy.  Turned down a college 
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football scholarship to sign with the Senators so he could help support his mom.  He was 17, and his dad had just died.  His dad was quite athletic too – wrestled and ran track.”  He chuckled.  “You’ve probably heard that line his dad said to his mom when she got on him for wearing out the front lawn playing ball with his boys?”


I shook my head.


“He said, ‘We’re not raising grass….we’re raising sons’.”  He chuckled again.  “Harmon took after him.”


I smiled, and looked at the gravestone.  “My dad took me to my 

first game as a boy when we lived in St. Paul.  1965.   Harmon hit a homerun.”  I paused.  “My dad wanted me to remember his humility.”


The old man nodded.  “He had that all right.  I remember him being asked in an interview about his hobbies and him replying, ‘Just washing the dishes, I guess’.  And another time, a writer wanted to know about a new place they’d bought outside of town, and he said something like, ‘It’s a house…a lot of flowers and a pasture for the horse.  Not sure what to tell you…it’s a house’.”
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I watched him chuckle again.  I thought of my own father saying those same sorts of things, though he’d never been famous for them.


“It wasn’t all peaches and cream for him, though,” the old man said, “in spite of the testimonials and what you read in the obituaries.  He had his share of troubles.”


“That right?”


“Sure.”  I watched him nod some more.  His faced turned almost sad.  “Marriage ended with Elaine after 34 years…mostly money problems, I think.  They’d been junior high sweethearts here.”

“I didn’t know that.”


The old man shrugged.  


“Maybe you better not tell me anymore of that kind of stuff,” I said.    He was a hero of mine.”


“Son, he can still be that. We all have flaws.  We all fail.”


I just looked at him.  I’d be lying if I claimed that things didn’t stir inside of me.  A breeze came up from the river. It ruffled the collar of his plaid shirt.  
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“Well,” I said.  “I just came to pay my respects.”


“For your old man, too, I imagine.”


Although I hadn’t thought of it until then, I said, “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”


“Your other hero, or he ought to be.”


I nodded some more, and watched him tap the cane between his legs on the grass.  I blew out a long breath.  “Can I give you a lift somewhere?”


“No, but thank you kindly.  Just live down the road.”


“Okay,” I said.  “Well, thanks for the stories.  For talking”


“You bet.”  He smiled again.  “Take care.”


I walked back to my car and started down the long drive towards the entrance.  In my rear view mirror, I watched the old man take some faded flowers out a plastic vase near the gravestone and replace them with mine.


I passed a couple of bars on the way back through town, but didn’t stop.  I had no clear plan, but drove back across the river and 
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started north again on 84 on the Oregon side.  My thoughts wandered.  I couldn’t remember visiting my father’s grave since his funeral.  If I drove straight through, I might be able to get to my son’s hospital before visiting hours ended that night.  Maybe I could start with low alcohol-content wine and titrate from there; I’d go for walks each night at nine, then straight to bed.  I’d write my wife; I’d apologize.   The news story on the radio had mentioned Harmon’s wife, a woman named Nita, speaking at his memorial, so he must have remarried.  I wondered if Elaine had gone to the service in Payette.  I bet she had.  I hoped so.  Things happened to all of us.  You got pushed off your horse, and you got back on.  You figured out a way.  Or you didn’t.  


There were new green plants, little shoots, growing in the fields 

on both sides of the road, but I didn’t know what they were.  Rolling irrigation pipes crept through the rows and shot high arcs of water through the air.  Watching them, I could almost feel my father’s hand on my shoulder like it had been that night at Metropolitan Stadium.  I could almost feel it there.  I didn’t know to what extent my son 
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understood my presence when I held him, but I needed to make the opportunity for memories available for him, too.  I needed to be the best I could for him.  There was no getting that chance back once it was gone, once you’d let it slip away.  If you let that happen, you’d have hell to pay because it would be irretrievable. 

By way of publishing and personal biographical information, William has had a dozen short stories accepted for publication in mostly smaller literary magazines.  He lives in San Diego, California, and works as an educator. 
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Tennis Yell

by Thomas Mundt


My tennis yell wasn’t where it needed to be.  That’s where we landed on the issue, Predrag and I.  He was my instructor and he used to dodge shells in The Carpathians, so I guess he’d know.  


You are not a leader of the men, he confirmed.  You will not part the seas or split their atoms.  


I could’ve told him that.  

***


Karen said I needed interests, that I was in danger of losing myself or, worse, never finding myself.  I had an elusive self at the time, is what I’m saying.  A self that played hard to get and even harder to like.  
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Karen hated it.  


You can’t exactly flip through the Yellow Pages for this sort of thing.  That was my argument.  I got ripped a new one on the cross.  How do you know if you don’t try?  


How can you possibly counter that?  


I was handed Mapquest directions and a coupon for the Midtown Tennis Club, fresh off the printer.  I protested, on the grounds that I hated the looks of the intersection.  (Karen knew how I felt about six-way stops, or at least I thought she did.)


It was for naught.  Karen pointed at a pair of white shorts on the edge of our bed, tags already removed.  


There would be no returns.  

***


Lesson One involved the Western Grip.  Predrag wrapped my fingers around the sticky black tape of the racket handle, pressed my 
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thumb into the first knuckle of my index finger.  


It is how you would hold a man if he was standing straight at you, he said.  


Predrag was making an assumption about my romantic predilections.  It may have been based upon my telling him that I liked his aura, back at the Registration Desk.  


I was just making small talk.  

***


I was given homework assignments.  They consisted of things like running up and down bleachers, flipping old monster truck tires end-over-end.  Things you did when you tried out for varsity.  


I was thirty-six years old.


Predrag would arrange for me to meet colleagues of his at Amundsen High, guys with skeleton keys and nylon jackets, so they could proctor.  As I sweat to the verge of collapse they offered words of 
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encouragement, methamphetamine.  


Sometimes, we went to Potbelly afterwards.  When we ran out of things to say about Predrag, how we met him and how tall we think he 
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is and the like, we sat in silence and listened to the air conditioning.  

***


My forearm developed nicely.  My left one, that is.  It got to the point where the skin was taut and you could see veins.  Karen would touch it a lot in the kitchen, make tiny noises.  Only she knew what they meant.  


When we’d end up in our room, shirtless, Karen would often tell me that I reminded her a lot of Stefan Edberg, this Swede she liked.  


I looked him up, after the first time.  A real class act.  

***


I showed up late once.  I had a crown seated earlier that morning, but that wasn’t my excuse.  My real affliction was March Madness.  


I arrived wearing the t-shirt of my alma mater, a Midwestern 
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creep factory with relaxed admissions standards.  They’d just dismantled a regional superpower and I was feeling pretty good about things in general.  


Predrag was leaning against a wall, flipping through a Men’s Health.  It looked like an article on new microbrews, which ones were destined for success.  


I couldn’t be sure, though, because when I went to apologize for my tardiness Predrag rolled up the magazine and struck my face with it.  A staple cut my cheek.  


Is my time something to be recycled? he asked.  

***


The talk inevitably turned to goals.  Predrag insisted that I set and achieve some.  My game couldn’t go on like this, treading water.  I had important decisions regarding triumph to make.  


I told him that it was my understanding that goals were the 
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product of dreams.  Weren’t we skipping a step?  


Dreams, he snorted.  They are the parties your brain hosts for the dead.  

***

        Karen made tacos with more regularity.  The proteins were marinated longer and the fixings were plentiful.  It was an added perk of striving, growing.  

        We’d take our meals on the balcony, overlooking the parking lot of a vacated podiatry practice.  Every once in awhile, Karen would just smile and me and reach across the card table, tousle my hair.  Doesn’t this just feel right?  

        My mouth would be full of pork shoulder at the time, so the words wouldn’t come.  I usually just felt like I could go either way.  

***
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        The machine kept firing ball after ball at me.  I thought I was returning them with a modicum of success when Predrag pulled the plug, called me over for a sidebar.

        You are like a church mouse, he said.  I listen and I hear nothing but the crackles of time.  Do you not want the world to learn of your try?

        Predrag insisted that the grunts and groans of television tennis are real.  They are the sounds of maximum effort and premium desire.  He suggested that I find my voice, and quick.  

        The machine started rumbling again.  There was a pop! and a piece of neon-yellow fuzz flying at my face, followed by another.  I watched them sail into the blue tarp behind me and fall to the clay floor, my racket holstered.  

        On the way to the locker room, I may have coughed.

Thomas Mundt lives in Chicago. His other stories have appeared in a number of fine print and online journals, all less-than-meticulously assembled for your 
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convenience at www.dontdissthewizard.blogspot.com.

