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Garter Snake


It was quite a hike to the northern suburbs to Vinod and Claudia’s house and on the way Shabnam and Ben had to pick up Taylor, and Shabnam drove because it was her friend. After doing a loop around a busy block in the unfamiliar part of the city they found Taylor wearing all green; also Taylor’s hair was red now. It was still over an hour to get to Vinod and Claudia’s to see the new baby. The baby was four months old and her name was Olivia and there was not a whole lot to her yet besides perfection.

On the way, Shabnam and Ben took in Taylor’s story about her new monogamous relationship, which was somewhat of a new thing for her. A skiing trip— those miraculus and frosted weekend worlds of mounds and poles— had turned into a lasting long-distance connection with an older man who had a kid and a bulldog. Shabnam scrunched her face skeptically but Ben probably did not catch it; Ben liked to read signs and trucks zooming by and comment on them, like the van for Advanced Sprinker Systems, which abbreviated to ASS. Shabnam was happy for her friend but wondered if old man Scott needed Screwchew, that service that surreptitiously delivered PDE-5 inhibitor gummies to the discerning, coed-fucking middle-aged man; in her mind she’d nicknamed him Scott Screwchew.

They made it to the house and Shabnam did a good job of parking. Out back Vinod was ready with many bottles of green wine and a smile on his face as everybody reveled in the child that he and Claudia had fought so hard to meet. Jaswinder and Melissa were going to be late, of course, and it wasn’t just because they were operating on brown-people time— they had two kids, one age three, one age one and a half. That was a lot to corral. But once it finally happened and Shabnam and Vinod and Taylor and Jaswinder and Melissa were all assembled, the law school group would be complete and could celebrate how far they had come.

Ben did a good job of not looking at his phone; his newest fixation was seventeenth-century haiku and linked verse because he had found out that a collection thereof existed called “The Monkey’s Straw Raincoat” and that image was extremely funny and inviting to him.

Chats began. The main topics of conversation were the beauty of Vinod and Claudia’s baby and the shocking healthiness and novelty of Taylor’s new relationship. Shabnam did not hold the baby; Ben did a decent job of holding the baby for someone who was not the baby’s father and did not get many opportunities to hold babies.

Vinod sweetly asked Claudia if she would go inside and retrieve another bottle of the green wine. All the adults present were between thirty-five and forty and so a little old to get hammered but the green wine was cool and crisp and even a light pour was just a starburst of refreshment right to the face and the throat and it was just so perfect because the weather was finally getting nice. Olivia had been born in January; Shabnam did not view her brutally sludgy crusade through hell to obtain a child with the same deliriously happy hindsight that Claudia and Vinod did so she kept to herself that next January might be her and Ben’s turn.

The house had a nice, mercifully simple stone patio of amorphous shape; the backyard had no fence and backed up to a sliver of tall, reedy, marshy grass and then a walking path behind that which occasionally revealed happy old couples strolling along. By the grill, which right now was lying dormant and would soon be awakened and called into smoky, volcanic service, there were a couple wide stone steps up to another section of the patio that went to the back sliding door.

Claudia got up from her chair under the big orange umbrella and headed for the back door and the snake was there, on the left, at the bottom of the steps.

“Oh fuck, there’s a snake,” Claudia said.

Everyone perked up, Ben most of all. When shifting in his chair did not deliver him the goods, he rose and crept under the umbrella like he was sneaking through a jungle in wartime in order to see the snake. Shabnam and Taylor cringed, trying not to focus on it.

Vinod looked. He remained as cool as the green wine he was sipping on. “Oh, it’s just a garden snake.”

“A garter snake,” said Ben. “Whoa.”

“Is it dangerous?” Claudia said.

“No, babe, it’s much more scared of you than you are of it.”

“I doubt that. It doesn’t look scared of me at all,” Claudia said.

“There are no venomous snakes in this state this far north,” Ben said. “And the only way you’d get that thing to attack you is if you really fucked with it in a way where you would kind of deserve it.”

“Well, I intend to leave it alone,” Claudia said. Sufficiently comforted, she made her way up the stairs; Ben followed her and squatted to get a better look at it. It was sleek and funny. Snakes had many ribs and long organs; when one thought about it they were invariably very humorous creatures.

“Would you like a picture with the snake?” Shabnam said, getting up with her phone which had a much more powerful camera on it than Ben’s phone due to their differing priorities about smartphone brands.

“Yes, please,” Ben said, leaning in toward the snake. Like a slot machine’s reel leaving the player in suspense, it was unclear for a long moment whether Ben was going to flash a V with his fingers, a thumbs-up, a white-boy gangsta-rap gesture (with his baseball cap turned backward to match), the iddle finger, or jut nothing. “Oh, he’s sniffin’,” Ben went on, watching the snake’s tongue.

“Do the V,” Shabnam said. “I know it’s more anime than you want to be, but it connects to the snake’s forked tongue.”

“That a good point,” Ben said. “We shall be fork bros.”

When Ben’s vanity was satisfied, Shabnam bent down and took some other good pictures of the snake, like she were setting up its online dating profile. A face shot, a body shot. It was hard to tell how long it was because it was coiled up. Even a long snake was still not that much animal, because of the nature of snakes. She found that eye contact with it did not kill her or turn her to stone.

“It’s just chilling out here,” Shabnam said.

“Should we move it?” Claudia said when she came back out.

“It’s fine,” Vinod said, spreading his arms joyously like a comfortable mobster.

“But is it going to be a problem for Charlie?”

“No, Charlie’s fine,” Vinod said. And indeed the big white poodle had shown absolutely no interest in either the snake or the mild commotion it had aroused. “Hopefully it will get bored with us and leave before Jazz and his girls show up.”

And other than Ben nerding out about the snake, no more was said of it after that. The conversation turned to sobering reflections on how long it had been since law school. This group was no longer spring chickens, that was the shared lamentation. But Vinod, aglow with fatherhood, reminded everyone that the best was probably meant to come, and that they probably wouldn’t want to be in their twenties again if they could help it. And there was discussion about home ownership and its associated expenses; a house was a set of ever-changing problems, though it was nice to have one to live in. Olivia, the baby, listened intently to all of this while staring up at a parent’s warm eyes or downing formula.

“I don’t know why you like this so much,” Claudia said to her daughter, “because it smells like shit. It is good for you, though.”

“The snake is gone,” Shabnam announced.

“No!” Ben whined plaintively. “No!” He got up and moved past Charlie the dog and saw a blank tangle in the mulch between the house and the patio. “It’s still here. It is just retreating— holy shit! It lives here!”

“What are you talking about?” said Claudia.

“It lives this slit, this gap, between the house and the stairs.” And indeed its head had disappeared into that gap, and it was leisurely dragging the rest of its body through.

“The snake that lived under the stairs,” Shabnam announced, with an intonation like she was reciting the title of a fairy tale.”

“More like behind the stairs,” Ben muttered pedantically. The snake’s dark tail spaghetti-slid into the gap. “I wonder how much room it has back there? It could have a pretty sweet house.”

“So we have a tenant we didn’t know about,” Claudia said.

“It’s fine,” Shabnam said. “It just eats worms and bugs and mice. It’s a good creature.”

“Do you want to go pick it up?”

“Not particularly.”

“It’s no longer available for manhandling,” Ben said. “It’s gone. Well, damn. I wonder if it will come back.”

Ben wondered and wondered by occasionally leering and peering from his couch at the spot were the snake had been; he surveyed the rest of the house’s gardening sites to see if he could serendipitously detect the movement of a second snake. A discussion took place about ticks and how they lived in the long grass, not in mown lawns. There was a discussion of emotionally immature parents and reclaiming autonomy and setting boundaries amid their hurtful legacies.

Jaswinder and Melissa showed up. Melissa was Assyrian so Ben and Taylor were the only white people there. They had two cute daughters and one of them was very afraid of Charlie the dog to the point where she clung to her father’s body whenever the dog came by, like she was trying to melt into him. No amount of reassurance on the part of Jaswinder, Melissa, or Vinod shifted her opinion
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