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Black Mamba




“And the serpent was more
crafty than any of the wild animals that the Lord God had
made.”

—Genesis 3:1

 


Some say the Black Mamba is the deadliest
snake in the world. Some say it’s only the second deadliest. I knew
a guy who said it was only the third. He’s dead now.

The Black Mamba isn’t really black. It’s
gray. But the inside of its mouth is black. Hence the name. Very
deceitful.

I know snakes. I’m a Ph.D. candidate in
herpetology. We keep a Black Mamba in Lab Three over there. Big
one. Big snake in a big, glass cage. In the corner ... behind the
door.

There’s something mystifying about
snakes—something hypnotic that fascinates and terrifies humans.
That’s why Satan showed up in the Garden as a Serpent rather than a
Cocker Spaniel.

Ah. The knocking at the door. That would be
my brother Sean. I owe him four thousand dollars.

“Hey, Sean,” I say, as if I
didn’t owe him four thousand dollars. Right on time.”

He strolls into the Coffee Room. Nice
looking guy. Well dressed. Swaggers with self-confidence. Looks
around the room. Shakes his head in disappointment

“Dude,” he says, “this is
Saturday night! You oughta be out there in the bright lights!
Giggin’ to the music! Mixin’ with the ladies! Know what I
mean?”

“Yeah, Sean. I know what
you mean.”

“Coby, my man, why you
hangin’ out in a creepy dump like this?”

“Why? Because this ‘creepy
dump’ is where I work. Where I make money.”

“Ah, yeah,” he says.
“Right. And, uh, speakin’ of money ...” He rubs his thumb and
forefinger together in a “money” gesture.

I pull out one of the chairs for him and
motion for him to sit at the table. “Relax, Sean. I’ve got your
money. But first, let’s sit down and have a drink. I’ve got a
brand-new bottle of Scotch that’s—”

“No time, brother. Got a
sizzlin’-hot date waitin’ for me outside in the car.”

I smile, as if I’m happy for him. “Hot date,
huh?”

“Oh yeah. Totally,
awesomely hot!” He grins and winks at me as if we were friends.
“Know what I’m sayin’?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I
know.”

We stare at each other for an awkward
moment.

“So ...,” he
says.

“So ... what?”

He laughs. “So where’s my money, dude?”

“Oh, right. Your money.
It’s, ah ... just behind the door there.”

I gesture to the Lab #3 door, then move
slowly toward the refrigerator. Sean looks at me skeptically, then
walks over to the door, eases it open, and peers inside.

“Dark in there. That’s
where you keep them snakes, right?” He reaches inside and tries to
find the light switch. “Where’s the switch?”

I take some ice cubes from the refrigerator
and plunk them into a glass. “Up high.”

Sean moves his hand up to the switch and
flips it, but nothing happens. He scowls with impatience. “Light
don’t work.”

I walk over to the sink, squat down, open
the doors below the sink and take out a hidden bottle of Scotch.
“Oh, right. Bulb’s burned out. Been meaning to fix that. Your
money’s just behind the door. In the corner.”

Sean cautiously steps into the lab. The
light from the coffee room silhouettes him. He peers into the dark
corner behind the door. “I don’t see it,” he calls out.



I pour the Scotch into my glass. “It’s
there. In a big, glass cage.”

I sip my Scotch.

Sean squats down by the glass cage. His hand
slowly reaches down and opens the lid.

Black Mambas don’t make good pets. They’re
aggressive. They’ll attack for no reason at all.

I stir the ice cubes with my finger.

And just when you think they’re friendly
with you, they’ll turn on you quicker than Cain turned on Abel.

“WH-A-A-A!” Sean
screams.

Oh, dear. I wonder what happened to him. I
hear the thrashing about in the darkness of Lab #3. Something
terrible must be happening. My, my. I sip my drink.

I set my drink on the table on go into the
lab. There’s Sean, lying on his back, gazing up at the ceiling, his
eyes frozen in pain and terror.

I bend down, take the snake by the neck, and
work his jaws free from their grip on Sean’s hand. “Nice work, old
friend,” I say aloud.

I place the snake back into the glass cage.
I walk over to a step stool, step up, reach upward to the light
bulb, and slowly screw it back into place. Did I mention that
Sean’s been screwing my girlfriend?

* * *

The next morning I sat opposite Detective
Kipling in the interview room at police headquarters. He toyed with
his ink pen as he spoke.

“Coby ... what was your
brother doing in Lab Three?”

“Sean was very curious
about our snakes,” I said.

“Curious?”

“Yes. Inquisitive. He was
always ... fooling around in the lab, getting into things he
shouldn’t get into ... touching things he shouldn’t ...
touch.”

“That wasn’t too smart. All
those poisonous snakes around.”

“No. No, it wasn’t. I
warned him about it. Many times.”

He scribbled something onto a notepad.
“Well, this looks like a pretty straightforward case: accidental
death. Snakebite.”

He stood up. I stood up. “So ... that’s
all?”

“That’s it. Thanks for
stopping by.”

He gestured toward the door. I took a step
in that direction, but stopped as he spoke: “And by the way
...”

I tensed up.

“I’m sorry for the loss of
your brother.”

I relaxed and shook his hand. I thanked the
detective for his kindness ... and returned to my life ...
deadliest snake in the world.

* * *

Kipling opened the door for Coby. Coby
exited into the Waiting Room as Kipling remained in the doorway.
Then Coby spotted Mary, his ex-girlfriend.

“Coby,” she said, “how are
you?”

“I’m okay. You?”

“I’m good.” Mary glanced
over at Kipling standing in doorway with arms folded across his
chest. “How was it with the detective?”

Coby smiled nervously. “Oh, fine. Just
routine stuff. Piece of cake.”

“Look, uh ... will you be
home tonight?”

He studied her face. “Yeah. I’ll be
home.”

“Good. I’ll call you. I’d
like for us to ... talk. I mean ... if you’d like to
talk.”

“Sure. That’d be great.
Call me.”

She smiled. “I will.”

“Good luck in
there.”

Mary touched Coby’s arm, then headed toward
Kipling.

Colby watched her leave, not quite sure what
to think.

* * *

Kipling held the chair for Mary, and she sat
down. He sat down opposite her and smiled reassuringly. She smiled
nervously.

“So ... Mary. I understand
you know both brothers. Sean, who is deceased. And Coby ... who is
not.”

“Yes.”

“How would you describe
your relationship with Sean?”

“We were ...
friends.”

“Friends?”

“Well, we ... dated a
couple of times.”

“And you were on a date
last night, is that right?”

“Yes.”

“Waiting outside in the
car? While Sean went inside the Science Building to see his
brother?”

“That’s right.”

“What was the purpose of
Sean’s visit?”

“Purpose?”

“Yes, purpose. I mean, it
was a Saturday night, you were on a date. Why was it so urgent for
Sean to see his brother?”

“He said that Coby
...”

“Yes?”

“He said that Coby owed him
some money.”

“How much
money?”

“He didn’t say.”

Kipling jotted down something in his
notepad. “After the incident with the snake, did Coby come down to
see you?”

“No.”

“So how did you learn that
something ... tragic had happened?”

“When the ambulance arrived
... and the police cars.”

Detective Kipling leaned back in his chair
and stared at her. “I understand that you and Coby were also ...
‘friends.’ Before you were ‘friends’ with his brother Sean, I
mean.”

Mary shifted her weight uncomfortably. “Coby
and I dated ... for a while. But we were more colleagues than
anything else.”

“Colleagues?”

“Yes. We worked together.
Both of us were grad students in the herpetology
department.”

“Were?”

“I ... changed
majors.”

“Really? To what? If you
don’t mind me asking.”

“Psychology. Abnormal
psychology.”

“Quite a switch: from
snakes to psychos.”

Mary forced a laugh. “I just ... well, yes,
I suppose it is.”

Kipling rose from the table and offered her
his hand. She rose and shook his hand.

“Thanks for coming by,
Mary. Good luck in your studies.”

Mary started to leave, then paused at the door. “Detective
Kipling ...”

“Yes?”

“Is there anything ...
wrong?”

“Wrong?”

“I mean ... the death was
... accidental ... wasn’t it?”

“Oh, yes. Accidental. These
questions are just routine.” She smiled and started to leave. “But
if something were wrong ... I’d find out about it.” He toyed with
his pen. “And do something.”

* * *

Mary to Coby on the phone: “Hey.”

“Hey. How was the interview
with Detective Kipling?”

“That’s what I want to talk
with you about. That and a few other things.”

“Great. I can be at your
place in ten minutes.”

“That’s not good. My
roommate’s here with her boyfriend. Meet me at the Coffee Room in
the Science Building. Okay?”

“Okay. See you
there.”

* * *
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