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Standoff
By Robin Knowles

At another time, in another place it would have been called a Mexican Standoff.
We stared at each other, eye to eye.  Neither of us blinked.  I stood, my feet about a foot

apart, my knees bent – my hands in front of me – taking perfect aim.  I couldn’t miss. I’d drawn
and taken aim, but somehow I couldn’t shoot.

What does a politically correct man do after all, when an intruder has surprised him in his
own castle?   Even if the bad guy has trespassed in unholy ways, should a man shoot?   It would
have been a righteous shoot.  Florida’s castle law permits lethal force in such situations.  But the
intruder had no gun, so I paused.

Shoot?  Don’t shoot?   I chose not to shoot.  I returned my weapon-appendage to the inside
of my pants, zipped up and examined my opponent again.

“Well hello there.  You must be the blockage that’s kept the toilet plunger busy for the last
two weeks,” I said, even though my heart rate belied my calm words.

There, in the cool confines of the olive green ceramic toilet bowl was a snake.  Or the
business end of one.  All I could see was a mottled black and yellow head, half again larger than
my fist.  He’d come up for air, the rest of him was somewhere in the waste pipe below.

We had a genuine corn snake in our toilet.  A big one at that.
So, again, what was I to do?  I don’t care much for snakes, even the benign varieties.  I

briefly considered grabbing him – or attempting to.  It was a short thought.
This, on a Saturday morning at work.   I’d endured about all I could endure of a fun week at

work.  Saturdays were a half-day of leisure work, so it was just Ken and me.  I had bickered with
Gail, my assistant all week.  At best, Gail was a mixed blessing.  She’d left the day before for a
week’s vacation.

With lofty dreams, and a freshly issued corporate charter, my partner Ken and I set out to
build farm equipment in an old packing shed.  We ran the rats, raccoons and possums out of the
shop, borrowed against all we could borrow, then bought steel to weld, and a few bolts, nuts and
bearings.  After we added a coat of paint, we created a tomato farmer’s best ever tool.  We were
in business.   A singlewide mobile home planted strategically overlooking a pond was my office.
We erected a rabbit pen and a chicken coop, and a few feet further down, we had a pig in a pen,
and a calf in another pen.

At a temporary loss of what course to take, I meandered toward the shop to ask Ken’s
advice.  As I walked, I thanked my lucky stars that Gail was on vacation.  There would have
been hell to pay if Gail had…  I stifled the thought.

I found Ken with the yellow pages open, turned to salvage truck parts.  He cradled the phone
between his ear and shoulder doodling on a scratch pad. I signaled for him to cover the
mouthpiece.

“What is it?” he asked.
“You won’t believe me,” I replied.  I wanted to be as theatric as possible in describing my

showdown.
“I’m kind of busy; just tell me.  I’ll believe you.”
Okay.  I can be quick and to the point when I need to.  “There’s a corn snake in the toilet in

the office.  A big one.  I went in there to take a leak and. . .”
“I believe you.  Happened to me last week.”
“You have to be kidding!  And you didn’t tell me?”  With each word, my voice raised an

octave.
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I’m sure Custer would have said these same words to his head scout if he’d survived Little
Big Horn.

Ken shrugged his shoulders, kept the phone to his ear.  “I plunged it pretty hard.  It went
down. Thought it was gone for good.  Guess I was wrong.”

I was aghast.  “Ken, do you have any idea what would have happened if Gail had been
sitting there and that snake had come up and tickled her from underneath!  She would have run
right through the locked door, shattering it to a million pieces.”

“True,” he said.  “but you guys are constantly fighting.  The worst could happen is she’d
quit and you’d have to hire somebody who doesn’t make you as mad as she does.”

“Or,” I said, “she could sue us for everything we got.”
“Which happens to be a pig and a calf,” he replied. “We still owe on the welders and the

lathe.”
Point made.  “So, how do I get rid of it?” I asked.
He shrugged his shoulders.  No joy there.  This was my problem to cure.  I returned to the

scene.
I re-inspected the olive green throne, then plunged it.  He reappeared.  The plunger made

him go down, or come back up, like a puppy that has just discovered how a doggie door works.
Wave the plunger in the air, down he went.  Plunge, and up he came.  He was an inquisitive cuss,
curling into a ball in the waste pipe, just underneath the commode. The water receded at a bare
trickle when I flushed.  Laying siege wasn’t the answer.   I grew desperate.

I’m not proud of what I did.  It was cruel, but I had to solve the problem.  I went to the
hardware store and bought a gallon of muriatic acid.  Muriatic acid – hydrochloric acid by
another name.  Powerful stuff.

I filled the bowl and flushed.  The water went down slowly, then with more acid applied, it
went down quickly.  No more blockage.  I flushed the toilet again, and again.  Problem solved.

I hated what I’d done.  I’m not above taking a shotgun to a pest, but to drown him in acid –
an awful thing to do.  Yet, I’d solved the problem.

The following week I used the toilet regularly, but only while standing, never sitting.  I often
wandered from my desk and flushed, just to reassure myself that the water would go down.  It
did.  Better than ever before, in fact.

So, I came close to deciding not to tell Gail about the snake when she returned.  After all, it
was gone.  No point in causing her mental stress.  Then there was the Custer thing.  Some things
a general shouldn’t find out too late, ditto a clerk assistant.

I told her.  I told her, but I gave her ample time to tell me about her vacation first, which
seemed to take forever.  Seems that she didn’t get along any better with her husband David, than
she did with me.   When she’d finished telling me about it, she looked at me, and divining that I
had something important to share said, “What.”  Not “What?” in the question sense, but “What”
as in I needed to tell her something and it showed.

I’d paced from her desk to mine, then to the bathroom countless times as she recited how
stressful her vacation had been.  I blurted it out. “It’s gone, so no need to worry.  But. . . it won’t
come back.  Like I said, it’s gone.”

God love her, she didn’t freak out when I told her.  She accepted my story and the fact that
the snake was gone forever.  But she had some questions.  Women always have questions.

“So, tell me again, what kind of snake was it?”
“A chicken snake, or a corn snake, same thing.  Sometimes people call them rat snakes.”  I

continued to pace back and forth.  I don’t like inquisitions.
“So what do they eat?” she persisted.
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I rolled my eyes upward; deciding not to tell her what I thought our snake had been eating.
“Well chickens, or eggs if they can find them.  Baby rabbits, rats, mice, moles, little furry
animals.”

“Little furry things?”  She emphasized the word little.
“Well, yes.”
She sighed.  “Well that’s a relief.  Mine’s far too big….”
“Gail!” I wailed, to chastise her for an unladylike response.  I was still on edge.  Her mood

was still in a flux, but it seemed like she was going to be a good trooper.  I quit pacing and
walked back to flush the toilet.  The damned toilet filled with clear water and did not go down.

On returning, she was still giggling at her own joke.  “Okay.  You said it’s gone.  But how
would I know if it came back or something?”

“Well, for one thing, it’s definitely gone.  But, remember how we had so much trouble
getting the toilet to flush?”   I didn’t wait for a response.  I returned to the bathroom, and flushed.
The water rose to an all time high.   I grabbed the plunger and put it to good use.

Sure enough, only one or two plunges were required.  The snake reappeared.  No scars or
acid burned skin.  Maybe he went on vacation for a week.

“Might want to go out and sit in your car, or something,” I said.  “Maybe go to the post
office and see if they put up the mail yet.”

“It’s too early for the mail.  Don’t tell me it’s back,” she said.  “Oh, I get it, you’re just
pulling a practical joke on me.  Well it’s not funny.”  She got up slowly, walked by me and stuck
her head in the bathroom.  No snake in sight.  Water was down.  Gail required proof, thinking
this was a bad practical joke carried too far, for we sometimes pulled stunts on one another.  I
inched by her and grabbed the plunger.  The plunger got him up.  The snake stuck his head up,
just above the water line, and Gail performed an ungraceful exit.  She was out of there in less
time than it takes to hiccup.

I wandered; no, actually I walked with long purposeful strides to the shop.  I had a plan.  No
more mister nice guy.   I walked through the bright lightning of welder’s arcs, smoke and noisy
metal grinders until I found Mark.

“Yo, Mark.  Come here.  Got something I need done,” I said.  Mark was a big boy, barely
twenty, constantly full of himself.  His parents had been carnies, carnies with a snake show in
Gibsonton until mandatory state schooling for the kids retired them from the easy life and made
respectable citizens out of them.

Mark in tow, I explained about the snake and how I wanted him out of there.  Nothing about
snakes bothered Mark, not even a snake in a toilet.  He only wanted to know if anyone had used
the toilet for serious business lately.  “Nope,” I replied.  “I couldn’t possibly sit and relax; just an
occasional leak.  He was gone until this morning.”

He nodded.  No problem.  The plan was simple.  I’d tease the snake up with the plunger,
Mark would be kneeling by the toilet.  When the snake came up on cue, Mark would grab him
and pull him out.

And that’s the way it went – more or less.
The violence surprised me.  As Mark grabbed the snake with both hands, all hell broke

loose.  I’d never considered that snakes could crawl backwards.  Up two feet, water everywhere.
Mark laughed in surprise at the strength of the thing, but held on firmly.  Then back down, in
spite of Mark’s heroic efforts.  Mark held on even as he lost balance his and fell on the wet floor.
Splashing, until there was no water left in the bowl at all, then up two feet again, then back
down.  Finally Mark got three, then four feet of snake out.  The battle ended shortly after. The
snake came out, all seven feet of him.  There couldn’t have been more than a gallon in the bowl
at the onset, but now there were at least two gallons of water on the floor and walls, and Mark
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was soaked as if he’d just showered.  He had to hold it high above his head to keep the tail from
the ground, but he got it.

“Wow, my dad just has to see this one,” declared Mark as he got outside and tossed the
snake into the back of his pickup truck.  “I’ll call him to come take a look.”

“Whatever,” I said, “but kill him after.”
“No, they’re really good to keep around.  Well, maybe not here.  These suckers are smart.

However he got in there, he’ll go right back if he gets loose.  I could take him home though.
Maybe sell him to a guy.”

I watched as Mark stuffed an uncooperative seven foot chicken snake into a wire mesh crab
trap, then snapped it shut.  He tried to call his dad, but got no answer, so the snake had to spend
the rest of the day in the crab trap, covered with gunny sacks soaked in water.

An hour later Gail finally decided to come sit at her desk and pretend to price some invoices.
Her desk butted against mine, so she merely had to look up over the top of her glasses to glare at
me.  War was about to break out, but I wasn’t sure in what form.

The phone rang, then rang again.  Gail was on strike, sulking.  I answered it, or it wouldn’t
get answered.  It was David, Gail’s much younger, pot smoking, wannabe hippie, bearded
husband.  I liked David.  He was, in spite of his affection for weed, a hard working mellow guy.
Plus, he put up with Gail.

“Hey man, what’s up?” David asked.
“David,” I said.  “You really ought to do something about your sorry wife.  She’s been back

from vacation for more than an hour, and hasn’t done a single invoice yet.”
“Really lazy, huh?  She should be, like – revitalized by now.”
I pulled the phone away from my ear and pointed it at her, indicating that it was David.

David kept talking.  Both Gail and I could hear him.  “Had a whole week off,” he continued.
“Drove me crazy the whole week.  Can’t get her going, huh?  Maybe I should talk to her for a
few.”

“Oh, she’s vitalized, David,” I said loud enough to be heard, even though my arm held the
phone extended to an unresponsive Gail.  “But she hasn’t hit a lick at a snake all morning.”  I
couldn’t help myself. I laughed at my own joke.  She had her joke, I had mine. I gestured again
for Gail to take the phone.

A pencil flew across the desk and missed me narrowly.
 “I’m going to the restroom,” Gail announced as she went to the front door, ignoring both of

us.  She opened it, then just before she slammed it with all her might, she said, “at the library.”
The following morning, I asked Mark what his dad thought about the snake.
“Oh, yeah.  I guess I ought to tell you.  Somehow it pushed against the chicken wire of the

crab trap and got out.  Don’t know when, it just wasn’t there when I got home.”

End


