Perpetual Snow Line

by John Tuthill


I once brought a girl home to meet my folks. I was considering whether I wanted to marry her, so I figured that she should at least get a load of my parents before I popped the question. So we made the drive up from Delaware.


"What should I expect?" she asked me in the car.


"I've told you about my folks before," I said. "There's nothing to worry about."


Then I thought for a minute. 


"Keep in mind, if my dad asks if he can shoot an apple off your head, don't refuse. He'll go apeshit."


"Really?"


"And if they serve you something that looks like duck, it's probably a loon-- just so you know."


"What?"


She was silent for a while. I could tell she was nervous.


"Is there anything else I should know?" she asked.


"There's one other thing," I said, "That might be essential."


"Yeah?" she said.


"There are three types of families up there: those with trailers, those with trailers and an addition, and those with proper houses. It's sort of a hierarchy, a local class structure. It's very important to recognize this."


I waited for her question, which came shortly.


"Oh, it's complicated," I answered her. "You'll see."


When we got to Maine, she saw the truth. My parents didn't live in a trailer or eat loons. She called me an insecure prick, and asked me why I lied to her. I laughed, lifted her onto my shoulder and spun her around until she became dizzy. I often performed this asinine ritual for my girlfriend, but this time she was not impressed.


"You know, that's cruel making up bullshit like that," she said. "I believed you."


She emphasized the word believed as if it was a vital organ and she was a surgeon about to operate on it. The problem was, I was not her patient. Far from it. In fact, I had always looked down on this word, believe, as I would on a disgustingly flamboyant and expensive pair of shoes.


And because I was not her goddamn patient, I didn't tell her much. For example, I never told her about the place we used to live in with my cousins, when my uncle was alive, when my dad drank beer and didn't have a job. I did not tell her how Mark Dostie's parents said that he couldn't sleep over at our house, and so instead I invited Ryan Hines over, and he peed on the floor beside my bed.

--------------


Then, I was doing a tile-job at a place outside the city and I got to talking to a cabinetmaker who was putting up some trim as a side job. Right off the bat, I disliked the guy, but I kept my hostility in check.


One day he asked me, "You're from up north, right?"


"How did you know?" I said, and we both laughed.


"My grandfather was a judge up there," he said later. He named some little bumfuck town.


"Oh yeah?" I said. I knew the place.


"You drink a lot of coffee brandy?" the guy asked.


"I dunno," I said. I didn't know where this guy was headed.


"Well, my grandfather told me something that struck me as amazing. He said that well over half, maybe even two-thirds, of all crimes committed up there, involve in some way or another people drunk on coffee brandy."


"And?" I said.


"That's it," he said. "Just strikes me as funny, bunch of fucking hicks up there, getting cocked off the worst liquor known to man, then beating the living hell out of each other."


He laughed riotously.


"Is that supposed to be funny?" I asked him. I looked him in the face, which was flat like a duck.


"Christ," he said. "I was just saying. Jesus Christ, take it easy."


A couple days after that, the guy mouthed off to some other subcontractors on the job. Word got back to me that he said I was redneck who couldn't take a joke. I stewed about if for a few days. It got to the point that I couldn't sleep for all the violent digressive scenarios cooking in my head. When I actually got around to confronting the guy, things turned out differently than I had imagined. Just my luck that he was a black belt in ju-jitsu or something. That guy whooped me as if I were nothing more than a silver-dollar pancake on a buck-fifty platter. 


A week later I nipped off a finger on a tile saw and they put me on disability. The doctor, like a generous grandmother, gave me a prescription for painkillers and a month off from work. That's how I found myself lying face down on the couch, stoned on Percoset, digging around in between the cushions, where I found a Cheeto. For some reason, I expected it to be crunchy, but it had the consistency of a waterlogged Nerf ball. 


So I made a grocery list: tortillas, cheddar cheese, butter, baked beans, brown bread (in a can), popsicles. While I was at the store, I bought a local paper. In the paper I came across an article about a man who had tried to burn his family to death on Christmas Day. 


It turned out I knew the guy. We all called him Clifford, but the newspaper said his name was Ronald Belanger. He lived down the road from my parents, not half a mile from where I grew up. So I called up my mom and got the whole story.

--------------


It started when Freddie Belanger was kind enough (or stupid enough, as my mom put it) to invite his brother, Clifford, over to share Christmas with his family. I say he did this out of kindness because the whole town knew that Clifford was a consistently angry drunk. Freddie, the better half of the fraternal pair, was a truckdriver-- he lived next door to his brother, just a ways down the road from my folks. 


Freddie got married and had two kids who were a few years below me in school. The kids were sweaty, pudgy, and surrounded by barking dogs that were nice to them and savage toward everyone else. I remember the kids in the yard with chickens and rusty snowmachines, throwing sticks, not for the dogs, but at the dogs. I never had a dog myself, only cats, which my mother unabashedly loved and my dad quietly hated. I reserved my own hatred for any kid that had a dog of his own, and I righteously despised people who mistreated their dogs, including the Belanger brats.


Freddie's house was a trailer with an addition off the back, which, at least as long as I lived there, didn't have a single sheet of siding on it. You could see the pink TyPex through a plastic tarp. We had all watched Freddie work in his way up in the world, and many of his neighbors hoped that he'd get some siding on the addition eventually. As for Clifford, he lived with his folks until they bought him a trailer of his own, and even then he parked it out on a woodlot at the back of their property. It wasn't until they died and the state repossessed the land that Clifford bought two acres of his own on the Dump Road.


So Clifford showed up at his brother's house for Christmas Dinner, which would have been served just before noon. But before they ate, they had to open the presents. My mom told me that the kids each got a new bike, but I don't know how she could know that detail, plus they were getting a little old to receive bikes for Christmas. Freddie gave his brother a new chain for his chainsaw.


By this time, mid-morning, Clifford must have had a few gourmet coffees-- half coffee, half coffee brandy. It was still before dinner and he was likely toasted. Then he got it in his head that he needed to put the new chain on saw. This made sense: everybody likes to assemble things on Christmas. Clifford had brought with him a set of wrenches to do the job. 


"Metric!", someone screamed into the phone.


I thought I was speaking privately with my mom, but it turned out my dad was on the other phone, the cordless. 


"I'd bet it was a Stihl," my dad said. "If it's a machine of Clifford's, it's got to be at least three decades old. Then it's got to be a Stihl, one of those old 50's that runs on diesel, and if that's so, he must have had a set of metric wrenches."


I agreed with my father politely. I could tell he had been absolutely itching to tell me this. He sometimes reminded me of a gifted forensic investigator with a fatal flaw. My father, had he been a detective, would have been completely unable to restrain himself from blurting out the identity of a suspected culprit. Fortunately, he stuck to running a backhoe.


"T'ain't trivial-- he would have had to order the part from overseas, see," my dad rambled on. "They don't sell those Stihl chains except in dealerships, and even then--"


"Christ, Dad." I said. We were silent for a long moment, then he hung up.

--------------


Clifford started out by unscrewing the two casing bolts, so that he could take off the plastic cover and access the adjustment screw that controlled the extension of the chain bar. He loosened this screw until the chain slipped off the end of the sprocket. Then he removed the bar and, grabbing a cloth napkin off the counter, wiped it clean of oil and sawdust. He flipped the bar and re-positioned it on the two lug-nuts. When you flip it, the chainsaw wears evenly and lasts longer.


He did this on the kitchen table, right next to where Freddie's wife was carving the Christmas ham. Freddie's wife shot her husband a pleading look that said, "Get this drunk and his chainsaw off our Christmas table." She didn't want Clifford there in the first place, around the kids, with his sweet and sour breath.


Chainsaw grease was smearing all over the kitchen island. A black drop of grease splashed into a bowl of glassy onions. But Freddie did not want to piss off his brother. He prayed that his wife would hold her tongue, sew it up for a little while longer. He watched as Clifford carefully worked the new chain onto the bar, cutting edge on top, first over the rear sprocket, then the front. Clifford sighted with his left eye down the long axis of the slack chain to see if it ran true.


Then she spoke up. "Clifford, would you mind doing that somewhere else?"


Clifford ignored her. They stood on opposite sides of the counter, a tense island of formica between them. The kids were arguing noisily under the Christmas tree across the room.


"Outside, maybe," she said. "If you could go and finish that up outside. It's just that you're getting grease all over the food. It's Christmas."


Clifford looked up at his brother's wife. He picked up the partially assembled chainsaw and walked out the door. The door did not slam, but she winced as if it had.


Freddie and his wife watched through the window as Clifford set the chainsaw in the cab of the truck, then walked around to the back, where he lifted a red something out of the bed. He walked back through the door, carrying a gas can as if it was a briefcase filled with important documents. He lifted the gas can onto the counter and unscrewed the black plastic cap. The cap had a little T of black plastic that kept it attached to the can and prevented it from getting lost. 


Clifford yanked the cap off the jug, breaking the plastic T as if it were the umbilical cord of a bottle of liquor. He poured gasoline all over the food. Gas splashed over the ham, onions, mashed potatoes, carrots, stuffing, and rolls, ran down the island and onto the floor, around the feet of Freddie and his wife, then swam along the floor toward the wood stove that heated the addition. 


"Merry Christmas!" Clifford shouted at his brother's family, and their house exploded like hell.

--------------


I only ever talked to Clifford once, but it was memorable. Nearly every day, even during winter, Clifford would try to hitchhike to the mill in the morning, and then back home after work. People rarely stopped to give him a ride, so he'd end up walking four or five miles to and from work every day. All the trucks would come roaring out of the pulp yard at 5:35 on the dot, and Clifford would emerge ten minutes later, lunch-pail in hand. You'd think that a co-worker would have offered the guy a ride home, but apparently he was such a prick that nobody cared to spend 10 minutes with him. Either that or he was too proud to accept a ride from the men he worked with.


As a teenager, I thought about stopping a few times, just so I could tell my mom and piss her off. One day I did it. I pulled over just outside of town, and waved to Clifford. I was driving a Buick at the time, handed down to me from my grandfather who could no longer drive due to Alzheimer's. It was an extremely comfortable vehicle, though not quite right for a high school kid who needed a girlfriend. I was 16 years old.


Clifford tossed his lunch pail in the back. It made a sloshing sound as it bounced on the seat, as if it were full of thick liquid. Clifford smelled like spruce and sweat in the seat next to me. He sipped from a Pepsi bottle that contained a drink that was not Pepsi. Maybe it was coffee brandy.


We only had 4 or 5 miles to go, but time dragged on like a skidder. I couldn't think of anything to say, so I turned up the classic rock on the radio. Led Zeppelin was playing, Kashmir.


"Wanna drink?" Clifford said. His voice was garbled. I half-expected to see soap bubbles squeeze out from the gaps in his his teeth. He tried to hand me the Pepsi bottle.


"Naw thanks," I said. 


"Kid ain't a drinker," Clifford mumbled, and he made a spluttering sound like a kid imitating a motor.


After I dropped Clifford off on the dump road, I realized that he had forgotten his lunch-pail. I fished it out of the backseat, brought it in the house, and set it on the cutting board by the sink. I figured I'd wash it out then maybe give it to my friend whose dad worked at the mill-- that way I wouldn't have to see Clifford or talk to him.


I fixed myself a sandwich. Fried egg with tomato and cheese and mustard. I took a bite, then put the sandwich in the toaster to melt the cheese and mask the freezer-burned texture of the bread. While the sandwich was toasting, I went over to wash out Clifford's lunch pail. 


The box was made of thin aluminum sheet metal. The material was so flimsy and so poorly made that Clifford must have built it himself, hammered out from a spare car door or scrap of chimney flashing. I unclasped the two rusty latches. Inside, the pail was full of watery brown vomit. 


I remember the smell of my sandwich burning in the toaster oven as I dry-heaved over the sink.  The stench of burnt mustard and cheese reminded me of tires thrown in a bonfire, but compared to that lunch-pail, it smelled sweeter than blueberry pie.


When my mom got home, I didn't bother telling her. All of the spiteful pleasure that I had hoped to derive from my brazen act had vanished. Somewhere in the woods behind our house, there was  a lunch-pail full of puke.

--------------


It was late summer when they cut off my disability benefits. I decided to go home for a spell, sort things out. I crashed with my parents for a month, then moved in with my friend Ryan and his wife and kid. I found a temporary job pounding nails for a local building contractor, but my plan was to set up my own tile business-- start out with a few small jobs, make a name for myself, and go from there. Things were going alright. 


Then, in early November, Ryan and I went out deerhunting. We carried with us a bottle of Old Crow whiskey, which we sipped in the blind for warmth. When we got too stiff and cold to keep sitting, we did some walking. There were a couple inches of fresh snow from the night before, so we followed some tracks for a while and ended up on the swampy shore of a small pond. We tried to skirt around the swamp, but I mistook a patch of ice for a rock and ended up knee deep in the freezing water. After that I couldn't get my feet warm and we decided to make our way back to the truck.


I was in a pretty foul mood, due to the numbness of my feet, when Ryan said, "Yeah, Tub, there's something I been meaning to put to you."


That's the way he told me. That there was something he had to "put to" me. It made sense, I suppose, and perhaps I should have known, him having a wife and a kid and all, but I really didn't see it coming. I felt like a bat who suddenly realizes that he is totally blind and either crashes into a tree or starves to death.


It began to flurry as we drove back in silence. Just before the scorched remains of the Belanger place, I asked Ryan to let me out of the truck.


"Here? You sure? I'm passing right by your folks if you want a ride there."


"No, right here is good."


He pulled the truck onto the shoulder and I got out and grabbed my gun out the back. Snow was falling, harder than before, and it was dark. Before I shut the door, I said, "Hey Ryan, you remember when you pissed on the floor at my house? And I didn't tell anybody at school? Even though I could have, just as easily?"


Ryan laughed sincerely, as if he really thought this was funny. "Shit Tub, that was twenty-five years ago. What does that have to do with anything?"


"Just saying," I said, and slammed the door shut.


Ryan steered the truck back onto the road, leaving me in the black. I could see the blood-red tail-lights fade into the snow like a thrown-back fish disappearing proudly into a muddy lake. At the moment a fish is thrown back, he might think that he's doing quite well for himself, that he has some sort of advantage over the other fish that the fisherman kept. He might consider himself lucky, or chosen. But this is a mistake-- cause he's nothing but a stupid fish.

--------------


Like when I met this girl from New York and she invited me into the city for the weekend, said we'd party with her friends or something. I'd never been to New York, but I took the Amtrak from Wilmington to Grand Central Station and I hopped off the train like I knew where I was going. I  transferred to the green subway line and went up at Bleeker Street just like she told me. We were supposed to meet at this bar on the Bowery, and I found it alright. She wasn't there yet and I was hungry so I ordered the two dollar cheese plate from the specials board. They gave me a pack of saltines, a couple slices of american cheese and half a raw onion-- it was like a dinner a drunk dad would serve his whiny kid. Then I had a couple beers and looked around for this girl.


Two hours later I called her number from a pay-phone. An answering machine picked up. The message on the machine said she would be sure to call me back, but I knew there wasn't much chance of that.


I had my last paycheck in my pocket, so I cashed it at a kiosk with iron bars and found a liquor store. I looked at the whiskey and the rum then bought a fifth of coffee brandy. The cashier was an Indian guy with a turban who wouldn't look me in the face even though I kept ducking my head down to where he could see me. "Want a bag?" he said with a funny accent. "Christ, I'm not a bum!" I told him, half-joking, but he didn't get it so I grabbed the bottle and left the store.


I walked and drank from the bottle until it was nearly gone and it was so late that the homeless people were asleep. It began to snow at some point-- I can't recall exactly when, I just remember thinking that I'd walk until morning then take a train back home. But I know there were dirty drifts in the gutters, because some kids snuck up behind me and started pelting my back and head with gravely snowballs and screaming at me.


Of course, I wasn't about to run away. There were only three of them, and what did city kids know about throwing snowballs? I'd been making snowballs, iceballs, sleetballs, slushballs packed with dog shit, my entire life. I'd spend six dark months out of the year building forts connected by subterranean tunnels and bunkers stocked full with icy ammunition. I had an arm like a cannon; opposing armies would attempt to buy my sniper skills with baseball cards. These New York city punks were in for a surprise, I thought.


But before I could scoop up a fistful of snow, the kids, who were much bigger than I had initially thought, surrounded me and kicked me into the snowbank. One of them drilled me in the back a couple times. Another picked up the bottle I had set down on the curb. He took a drink from it.


"Splegh!" he spit out the brandy. "What the fuck is this?"


The bottle smashed on the sidewalk beside me, then they took off like a pack of diligent wolves. I staggered upright. A sound was tearing at my head like a creek in a valley and the sky was turning a strange color. I thought for a moment that my life must be leaving me, and with every fiber of my body I strained to hold on to my breath. Then I saw that it was just the sun rising in the east, so I got to my feet and headed in some direction through the snow, which was ankle deep and only getting deeper. 

--------------


That night when Ryan dropped me off in the snow, I inspected the site of the fire. The aluminum shell of the trailer was still standing for the most part, charred and peeling, but Freddie's addition was gone. I looked all over and tried hard to recall where it had been, but there was not a sign of it anywhere. It was as if Freddie had never built it.


I know people argue about whether or not Clifford was crazy, whether or not he had one too many screws loose. The lawyers at the trial tried to condemn as a bona-fide lunatic, but the shrink for the state testified that he was all there, that he knew what he was doing.


But I don't know about that. It took Freddie Belanger ten years to put on that addition-- ten years of getting up at five in the morning to drive a truck-- and one lousy Christmas for his brother to burn it down. I don't care what the lawyers or the doctors say. In my opinion, that bastard was crazy. Crazy as a goddamn loon.

