
  [image: cover]


  SILVER THAW

  and Selected Stories


  Ron Johnson


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  SALVO PRESS

  An Imprint of Start Publishing LLC

  New York, New York


  This is a work of fiction. All characters and events portrayed in this novel are fictitious and not intended to represent real people or places.


  SILVER THAW © 2005 by Ron Johnson.

  This edition of SILVER THAW © 2013 by Salvo Press.


  All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Salvo Press, 609 Greenwich Street, 6th Floor, New York, NY 10014.


  Published by Salvo Press,

  an imprint of Start Publishing LLC

  New York, New York


  Please visit us on the web at

  www.start-media.com


  ISBN: 978-1-62793-434-3


  



  Some of these stories have appeared in the following publications:


  Billie in Fiction Monthly (San Francisco);

  The Suitor in Hawaii Review (Honolulu);

  Women’s Work in Missouri Review (Columbia);

  Guard Duty in Edge (Christchurch, New Zealand); and

  Silver Thaw in Salvo Press eBook


  
    
      No one ever recognizes a period until it has gone by. Until it lies behind one it is merely everyday life.

      —Willa Cather

    

  


  for Sheila 1945-2004


  CONTENTS


  Silver Thaw


  Billie


  The Suitor


  Archie’s Way


  Saskatoon


  Women’s Work


  Guard Duty


  Silver Thaw


  I


  Fresno, 1966


  Honey had a car. It was an old English Hillman, which her father had bought for her when she went away to college. Sometimes it ran, sometimes it did-n’t. There was an electrical problem in it somewhere, and as often as not we had to push to start the engine. Almost always it would start if we could get it rolling fast enough. But a few times we pushed and pushed, as hard as we could for a couple of blocks, pushing our guts out, and the engine still wouldn’t catch. Then we would cuss it out, with a kick or two to the rear bumper for good measure, and let it sit where it was until we could find someone with a car to help us. For that reason, we usually didn’t venture far from the college.


  But one Saturday, Honey suggested that we go up to Millerton Lake for a picnic. It was a perfect day. One of those spring days in the San Joaquin Valley when the heavy winter fog is a recent hindrance, so that you greet the clear warm mornings with delight.


  I had slept over at the apartment the night before, although June and I hadn’t really slept much, a couple hours at best. We were too busy getting to know each other for much sleeping.


  But I woke completely refreshed. The way you do when you know you are living the best days of your life. While June and Honey fried chicken for the picnic, they talked continually in that easy way of two women cooking together. Occasionally, one of them would direct a comment to me, out to where I sat on the concrete steps drinking coffee in the sun and smoking my first cigarette of the day. The apartment, which faced an open field, was on the third floor and from that height I could see out across the valley to the vague ridges of the high Sierras to the east. They stood out in the soft blue sky like a distant promise.


  June asked if we should bring our suits.


  “Go ahead and pack them,” Honey said, “just in case the water isn’t too cold.”


  “This early in the year, you’ll freeze your ass off up there.”


  Honey turned to me with a big, teasing grin, “You spoil sport. Are you going to let a little cold water stop you?”


  “Have you ever tried to swim in one of those reservoirs this early in the year?”


  “Ah, spoil sport.”


  “Well, have you?”


  She stuck her tongue out at me, and they both laughed.


  June speared a piece of chicken with her cooking fork, and turned it sizzling in the pan. “Well, should we pack our suits or not?”


  “I’ll freeze to death if you will.”


  It was the kind of morning when anything seems possible—even swimming in a mountain reservoir in April, when the water is right off that snowpack of the Sierras. I went over to my apartment and found my swimsuit, while they packed everything in a big cardboard box. When I got back, they asked me to carry the box down to the car. They had wrapped the chicken in wax paper, but the smell was sharp in the morning air. I liked it. Ever since I was a kid, I have liked picnics. The ants, the heat, the rain—none of that gets to me. The only thing I don’t like is trying to swim in some ice box of a lake. But as my mother says, you can’t have everything in this life.


  The little Hillman started with the first sputter, and we were off. Down through the early morning streets of Fresno, and out across the flat floor of the valley, filled with naked rows of grape vines, toward the foothills. Up in the mountains east of Fresno are some beautiful places: Shaver Lake and Kings Canyon, and of course Yosemite. But Millerton Lake is not really in the mountains; it is in the foothills, less than half an hour from Fresno, and its closeness was the reason we had chosen it. If the Hillman would not start and we had to walk back, we could conceivably do so.


  The lake itself is man-made, an irrigation reservoir actually, surrounded by bare brown hills. But the water was blue, as blue as any water I have ever seen, and there wasn’t a soul on the lake itself. We had it to ourselves.


  Honey parked on a slight rise, in the event we had to push the car to start it—it was a habit with her to park always on high ground—and we raced each other down among the rocks to the water’s edge.


  The water was cold, just like I had thought it was going to be. But not so cold that I knew we were going to have to try it.


  Honey saw the raft first. It was a yellow rubber raft, fully inflated, down among some large boulders. We picked our way along the rocks to where it lay. It was not anchored, nor were there any “Keep Off” or similar signs about. It was just lying there like a gift from the lake itself. In the bottom under a coil of rope lay a small wooden oar.


  “What do you think?” June shaded her eyes with both hands and looked around the rim of hills. “There’s no one here.”


  “I think we’re going to have to try it,” Honey said, her gray eyes shining.


  “But the man who owns it will come back,” I said, “when we’re right out there in the middle of the lake.” In my mind’s eye, I could see the fisherman’s face when he returned—from whatever store he had driven to, probably in search of bait—and saw us out in his raft. “And he’ll be mad as hell. I know I would be.”


  “Oh, he’ll be able to see us out there on the lake,” Honey said. “He’ll know we aren’t stealing the damn thing.” She turned and began to climb quickly over the rocks back up toward the parking lot. “Come on, let’s get into our suits.”


  What the hell, I decided, if we got caught, we got caught.


  June and I followed without even discussing it.


  We changed in the outhouses, there were no beach houses as such, and then scampered back to the raft.


  It was only a one man raft, but while I held it steady with the rope, the two of them crowded in, facing each other with their knees propped high. And then I pushed it off.


  They bobbed around in an erratic circle. First one direction, and then the other. And then reversing back to the first. Until Honey flipped over on her stomach and began to row with her arms. June sat behind her and used the paddle for a rudder. Honey’s legs, parted in a vee, were propped over June’s thighs. In that way, like a huge yellow turtle paddling along, they moved steadily out toward the middle of the lake.


  I swam after them. The water was cold, really too cold to stay in for very long. But I did not want to be alone on shore when that fisherman came back. I swam with my head above water as far as possible, doing a variation of the crawl, the way kids do who have never had a swimming lesson. In the sharp, cutting cold, my body felt brittle and small, as if it had shrunk down into the center of myself and still could not escape.


  They saw me swimming and changed directions, paddling back toward me. With each stroke, Honey’s full breasts rose up with the raft’s buoyant bobbing. Her large erect nipples stood out like black cherries in the thin fabric of her suit. And then, as her arms scooped out and down into the water to pull them forward, her breasts pillowed into the yellow nylon of the raft.


  Up and down, she pulled them forward through the water in that turtle stroke.


  She looked up and saw me watching her as I treaded water. A slight, stupid grin suddenly crossed her face—the kind of grin some women have when they’ve been propositioned and they suddenly realize they’re going to say yes.


  The pinching coldness of the water saved me from the embarrassment of a hard-on. The water was that cold.


  As they approached, I dived under the raft and grabbed the flat end of the oar. With a jerk, I pulled in the oar, so that June lost her balance and went into the water in the opposite direction. Head over heels.


  She came up sputtering, shocked at how cold the water was, kicking hard so that her head and shoulders popped up far above the surface.


  In the raft Honey gripped the nylon sides tightly, preparing to fight us off if we tried to dump her.


  But we did not try. June and I swam back up to the raft and propped our elbows on either side, facing each other with our bodies dangling below in the water.


  “I owe you one,” June said, but a smile was on her face.


  The sun threw our shadows on the blue water, shimmering, and looking into June’s face, I suddenly felt more alive than I had been for a long while.


  “It’s great to be away from school,” June said, “absolutely great.”


  “You’d better believe it.”


  “That place will drive you nuts,” June said, “if you let it get to you.”


  June was a good student, but then she worked hard at it.


  “This summer,” Honey said, “we’ve got to get away from the apartment more often. We’ve got to take some real trips.”


  “That takes money,” June said.


  “Not necessarily. We could go up to my parents’ place in Redding. Let’s do that.”


  “I’ve never been north of Sacramento,” June said. “I’d like to see the country.”


  “Let’s promise ourselves that we’ll go,” Honey said. “My parents would love to put you up. They’ve heard enough about you.” She turned to me, “Art, what do you say?”


  “Sounds good by me.”


  The water was too cold to talk for very long. June and I swam on in to shore while Honey paddled around by herself in the raft.


  After drying off, June and I took the blanket from the car and lay among the rocks where the raft had been beached. Out on the lake we could see Honey now paddling around the shoreline. She looked quite content to be out there by herself.


  June and I began to massage the coldness out of each other’s body.


  Have you ever massaged the coldness out of a woman’s body? I mean, all over her? Arms and legs and everywhere? While she’s doing the same to you? When Honey disappeared around a rocky point on the shoreline, we made love. Right there among the rocks. It was strange to have our bodies still numb from the cold water, and yet to have those parts where we were joined warm and moist.


  Afterwards, we both shivered—less, really, from the after-shock of the cold water than from being like that for each other.


  ♦


  By early afternoon, the sun grew warm. Much warmer than the morning had promised. We ate the chicken, and then all three of us smoked while we sat together on the blanket. Honey rolled over on her stomach to sunbathe. She wore a small two-piece, almost a bikini, and June rubbed the suntan lotion into her back. Pushing up the shoestring tie of the suit, working the lotion into that solid flesh along her spine. Honey was a full-bodied woman, with a large frame, five feet seven inches when she was standing. Shoulders almost as wide as a man. And a sturdy, firm butt. Both she and June were large women. Not fat, but big-boned. Neither was the kind of woman you would pick out in a crowd. But she was like June: after you met her, after you talked with her for a few minutes, you realized just how attractive she was. And the longer you talked, the more attractive she became.


  After June finished with Honey, she and I began to rub the lotion into each other. She smeared some on my cheeks and forehead, and dabbed it on my nose.


  Her body was firm, but flexible under my fingers. And suddenly I realized what I wanted to do. Again.


  “How about taking a hike around the shore?” I said.


  June stood up, her shadow falling across Honey’s back. “We’re going to take a walk around the lake. Would you like to come with us, Honey?”


  “No,” Honey said, not turning her head—which was buried down in the crook of her elbow—to look up at us. “I’ve seen it.” And a muffled giggle escaped from her.


  Although I could not see her face, there must have been that stupid grin on it.


  June and I climbed over the rocks around the lake. At one point, I glanced back to where Honey lay face downward, the top of her suit now untied. The sun glistened on her body from the oil, like the sun shining on a wet seal. Beyond her, the light on the lake was dancing with sharp flashes in its reflections off the water.


  When June and I were out of sight around the shoreline, we lay down among the rocks. Her mouth was still slightly greasy from the chicken. So was mine. I didn’t realize that until we began kissing.


  For the second time that day, we came together. But this time, afterwards, we lay warm in the sun. Without a shiver, without the twitch of a muscle. Completely at ease, completely ourselves. Like two young sea lions, giving ourselves to the sun.


  The late afternoon shadows from the hills were stretching out across the lake when we left. The Hillman—for the second time that day—started on the first sputter, so we did not have to push it.


  The fisherman never came back for his raft. We left it where we had found it, down among the rocks by the shore.


  ♦


  When we went back up to Millerton Lake the next weekend, the raft was gone. That spring we went back a half dozen times, just the three of us, but we never saw it again. We always had a good time, though. More than a good time. The place touched us. In some spiritual way. Our memories fused with it, so that it remained a part of us. And we carry it with us to this day.


  It is one of life’s little ironies that after June and I left Fresno, we never returned to that lake again. And when Honey finally went back—after all those years—her life was different, completely changed. In ways which she could never have foreseen.


  Back then—in the mid-sixties—I thought Honey was the most sensuous woman I had ever known. She used to embarrass June. They would be down at the pool of the apartment complex in which we lived, or passing by the tennis courts on campus, and Honey would make some remark about one of the young men with his shirt off. ‘What a bod!’ or, ‘Wouldn’t I like to get my hands on that!’ Some remark like that.


  June would tell me about it afterwards. Honey spoke in a loud voice, June said, as if she wanted the young man to hear. And I suppose she did. When June told me this, there was a strange tone in her own voice. But even back then, when we were first going together, I knew that tone well enough to interpret: true, June was embarrassed, but she also secretly admired Honey for saying what she, herself, had been thinking. This was all before women’s lib, when women didn’t say what they thought. Most of them, anyway.


  But what women were thinking—and feeling— then, as near as I can make out, is about the same as they are thinking and feeling now. As far as men goes. A woman might be interested in several men, but really she wanted just one man. And yes, marriage, if the situation was at all right.


  That was what Honey wanted.


  I had been dating June for several weeks before I met the man whom Honey eventually married. He wasn’t what I expected.


  It was a Friday afternoon, and although it was almost twenty years ago, I vividly remember the day because of the impression the man made upon me.


  Which was strange. Because he really wasn’t an impressive man on first meeting.


  I had dropped by the apartment to pick up June— we were going out for a pizza and a fifty cent movie on campus, and then we would come back to her apartment and watch the late movie and make love on the front room carpet—this was on my mind when June answered the door.


  She wasn’t quite ready. Honey’s date, she said, was in the front room, also waiting for Honey to finish dressing. She asked me to go in and introduce myself.


  I was curious. What did I expect? Some finely-muscled specimen of a man who smiled a lot. Maybe a physical education major.


  So that when I walked into the front room and saw this long, slender man slumped in a canvas chair, I glanced around to see if there wasn’t someone else in the room.


  There wasn’t.


  He looked like a big skinny bird with his long neck and close-set eyes. I nodded to him, and he rose up out of his chair, gathering his long frame and his face together in a reserved manner. Like fraternity boys whom I had met. Or Southerners.


  “I’m Art Olmstead,” I said, “June’s date.”


  “Jess Heartgrove,” he said, and slouched back down into the canvas chair, elbows on his knees. He pulled a red pack of Pall Malls from his shirt pocket, “Smoke?”


  “I have my own.” I sat down beside him in the other canvas chair—college apartment furnishings—while he pulled a Zippo from his shirt pocket and lit first his cigarette and then mine. He was not awkward; he moved like a man who was comfortable with his body. He wore an expensive brown alpaca sweater and wool slacks. From the way he smoked—drawing the smoke deep into his lungs, and then letting it drift slowly from his nostrils and mouth—I guessed that he had been in the military service.


  He had been. He was in ROTC, and that spring vacation he had been in Fort Pendleton at the army training camp. And that was the reason for his crisp manners. There wasn’t a trace of a Southern accent in his voice—it was all California. San Joaquin Valley, California. As we talked, he turned the Zippo in his hands, testing the weight of it. His brown eyes were flat, expressionless. They gave him, at moments when he looked at me, that bird-like appearance. A cold fish, I thought. He didn’t blink, but stared in a non-committal way as I spoke, and then turned his head away to look at the Zippo in his hand before he answered. To break eye contact. His nose was sharp in profile, a thin blade of a nose, thin across the bridge, bone prominent under the skin. It had a slight curve from being broken. No, my first impression of him was not exactly right: for all of his slenderness, he was well enough put together.


  We talked about the usual things, classes and college sports. He chain-smoked, finally slipping the Zippo into his pocket and fiddling with the flexiband of his large gold wristwatch. The late afternoon sun slanting through the sliding glass doors caught the twisting gold of the wristband, the coarse black hairs of his bony wrist. From that day, I have only one memory of something that he said that set him apart. He was a criminology major, and when I asked specifically what he wanted to do—I was thinking in terms of police work or security consulting, something along those lines—he surprised me.


  “I want to be an assassin,” he said, and he looked straight at me.


  “An assassin?”


  “That’s right,” he said.


  “Someone who goes around shooting people?”


  “That’s right.”


  I thought that he was joking. That he was trying to see what kind of reaction he could get out of me.


  And as I looked more closely into that naked, birdlike gaze, I detected that my response was being noted.


  But now—some twenty years later—I also know that he was serious.


  Even at that time, as young as I was, it seemed wrong to me. For a man to have such an ambition in life said something about his character. In short, it said he was not the kind of man I wanted to spend much time around. He was not the kind of man I wanted for a friend.


  But I was to spend a great deal of time around Jess Heartgrove. And I did get to know him.


  And all he stood for.


  ♦


  Perhaps Honey was excited about his ambitions in criminology. It was about that time the James Bond movies began to appear. And notwithstanding the element of parody in those movies, in that character, perhaps she saw in Jess the spirit of some Sean Connery. And perhaps that, in part, appealed to Jess himself.


  Or more likely, Honey was drawn to him because he seemed to know exactly what he wanted. Women are attracted to men like that. For that very reason.


  The same spring we found the raft at Millerton Lake, Honey began dating Jess regularly. Every Saturday night. Which meant that June and I had the apartment alone that night. Usually we didn’t go out, but cooked dinner together. And then we would spend the evening on the front room carpet, with the lights out, watching television.


  And then one Saturday, Honey asked us to come over to Jess’ place with her. I would have just as soon spent the evening on the front room carpet alone with June. But June thought we should go, really, we owed it to Honey. And I had to agree.


  Jess lived at his parents’ place, one of those new large homes out in the Fig Garden Extension. It was not as swank as some in the neighborhood—which boasted tennis courts in the rear—but it was impressive. A sprawling ranch house with a huge swimming pool. Both June and I are from laboring families—my father never owned a house in his life, and June was raised in a trailer. Real working class people. So it was a kick just to pull up into the driveway of that house.


  We had the place to ourselves. Jess’ parents were out of town for the weekend, and his younger brother—who was still in high school—was up at their cabin with his scout troop. We began by shooting eight ball. It was late afternoon, with the sun shimmering in the turquoise water of the swimming pool, which lay out beyond the full glass doors of the recreation room. The sunlight on the green felt of the table gave it a rich, deep sheen. I had seen some regulation six-pocket tables in private homes, but in that recreation room you could shoot free from any angle. In every private home I had played in before, at least one wall or set of stairs sooner or later forced a shot from some unnatural position.


  “Oh, the room was built with this table in mind,” Jess said. “It was one of those items Dad insisted upon when he built the place.”


  “I didn’t know your father was a carpenter.”


  He looked at me slowly with those close-set eyes. “He’s not. I didn’t mean that he actually built this house. I mean he had it built.”


  I had known, of course, what he had meant.


  And when he realized that, a sharp glitter leaped into his brown eyes. In his sudden intensity, he resembled a hawk.


  That did it. We began to shoot seriously—fourteen rack straight pool—and the fun went out of it for Honey and June. They took their beers out the sliding glass doors to sit beside the swimming pool.


  When I was a kid, I spent some long hours in a pool hall. At one time I could shoot a pretty fair stick. I started to loosen up, and the balls began to drop. I was surprised with my old stroke, that it came back so soon. Some semblance of it, anyway. When you know something well, really well, it can all come back very quickly when you need it.


  He wanted to win. Or rather, he wanted to beat me. There was that sharp concentration in his eyes. In the way his body tensed when he drew back his stick and sighted along the ball. But if you have to sight like that, if you just don’t know where the balls are at a glance and how to play them, you’ve never played much of a money game.


  He couldn’t touch me.


  The more I shot, the smoother it got.


  I dropped the fifteen ball for the third straight game, and he stepped back from the table, resting the butt of his cue on the floor. His eyes grudgingly softened, the glitter seeping out of them. “You’re good. You’re damn good.”


  “I was at one time. You have to play every day to get good at this. To get really good. And since I’ve been in college, there just isn’t the time.”


  “Well, Dad’s pretty good,” he said, “but I’ve never played anyone who could shoot like you. Even in the army.”


  I set the stick up in the cue rack, still surprised, everything considered—this house and all—at my game. Something in Jess seemed to bring out the competitor in me.


  I followed him out to the back yard, to the barbecue. It was out beyond the pool, near the ten-feet high cedar fence that enclosed the huge back yard, one of those big brick fireplace barbecues, with a redwood picnic table off to one side. Honey and June made salad on the table while I stood beside him, beer in hand, as he cooked the steaks. He had bought some filets, thick as a book, with just flecks of white fat around the edges. There really wasn’t anything for me to do; he had it all in hand. Before we had arrived, he had fired the coals, and now they were just right, occasionally the white ash glowing red from a passing breeze. We did not talk, but let the silence sit between us, in that way certain men have with each other.


  “Honey says you want to teach,” he finally said.


  “That’s right. I’d like to get into a community college some day.”


  “You need some kind of graduate degree for that, don’t you?”


  “I plan to teach high school first. While I’m working on my master’s.”


  “Well, the country needs good teachers.” He flipped a steak and the fire sizzled in a spot of grease. “If that doesn’t pan out, you could always hustle pool for a living.”


  I laughed at that. “There’s not much future in hustling pool.”


  He waited for me to say more. If I wanted to, that is.


  “Education changed my life,” I said, searching for the exact words. “I love to work with my hands. And I think I can be a good teacher. I think I can teach people why vocational education is so important.” That sounded pretty empty in my own ears. But sometimes that’s the way the truth sounds when you try to tell it to someone.


  “Not much money in it.”


  “No,” I said, “there isn’t. But as long as I can make a living, that’s what I want to do.”


  He thought about that for a moment. But then he didn’t say anything.


  And when he didn’t, I realized that we were going to be able to get along after all.


  The steak tasted even better than it looked.


  After we ate, we all went swimming. Dusk was coming, from the ground upward as it always does, and in the new velvet of the sky, I could see the Venus star from where I lay on my back, floating. The other stars began to appear, one at a time, and then whole patches at once. I wondered what it would be like to have a pool in your back yard like this, so that you could go swimming every evening when the stars came out. So you could lay there and watch them appear from that angle whenever you happened to feel like it.
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