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Sleeping with Charlene

In Mark Twain’s scurrilous condemnation of mankind titled, “The Lowest Animal,” he
maintains it is the human animal who comes out in last place in every area of existence. He takes
into his accounting the categories of: morality, health, ability to reason, greed, religion, senses,
sensibility, and appearance, and finds the human lacking on all counts when compared to the other

s e . . .
creatures of the earth. He s for the inalterable nobility of animals that lack mankind’s,

“Moral Sense.” In Twain’s estimation, this “Moral Sense” is the greatest failing of mankind as it

enables him to do evil, thus making him, “The Lowest Animal.” Whenever the subject of nobility \
II

arises, my mind delivers up memones of Charlene, a gopher snake. In spite of being considered, I'\ri\'{"% :
by most of mankind, “the lowest animal,” I find she stands above them all. \ﬂkﬁ 3

I was out on my motor route delivering the evening newspaper when 1 first saw Charlene, a
long rope of gopher snake, lying on the pavement in Brisky Canyon Road. It was late summer and
quite common to see gopher snakes napping on the hot macadam, though dead snakes were a lot
more common sight than live ones. Since there are rattlesnakes in this part of the country, most
motorists habitually run over any snake they see, even though fewer than one in twenty will be a
rattlesnake. When I see a snake, I stop my car and using a rolled up newspaper, herd it off into the
brush while lecturing it on the danger of napping on a county road. My harshest lectures go

specifically to rattlesnakes, sinceythey are the ones on everyone's death list. | have assisted many

rattlesnakes off the pavement and have yet to have one hiss at me, let alone coil up and threaten



me. Seeing a rattler’s fangs would have excited me since I've never seen rattlesnake fangs at all,

except in pictures. And though I've lived thirty years in rattlesnake country, I can’t comprehend

the murderous hysteria directed toward these mostly benign creatures. Some caution is probably
warranted, though I’ve yet to meet anyone who has actually gotten a snakebite. Anyway, gopher
snakes are good mousers so when I saw one handy, I put it onto the back seat of my car. When I
got home I turned it loose in the barn, under the haystack, and forgot all about it.

On a very cold day in late November, I looked out my kitchen door to see the snake on the
front stoop. Immediately, I recognized her as the one I had brought home during summer. I
thought she was dead until I picked her up and felt some resistance in her body. It turned out that
the guys, stacking firewood into the shed, had come across h;;inibemating ther%"&.nd Just tossed
her out into the yard. She was so cold I don’t know how shﬁgutten as far as the front door.
Tenderly, I carried her into the living room where I could thaw her out in front of the electric
heater. Both of my dogs were trembling in their excitement of having a new visitor. They had
been bored since school began and we no longer had the kindergarten’s guinea pig running around
the house. Slowly, the snake warmed up and began to flick her tongue, taking stock. She did not
seem to fear the du@hn were trying to jump start her with their cold noses. They couldn’t wait
for her to do Somet;lillg more exciting than flick her tongue. When she got warm enough she
lifted her head and began to explore. As she glided past me, so sleek and graceful and dignified,
something suggested the name, Charlene. She moved like her name sounded. Had she been
human, she would have been a tall, slendelxliedhead.

For the next weeks she explored the house. 1 always knew her whereabouts because my dogs

would be sitting together, pointing at the spot where she had concealed herself. Sometimes, at



night, I would hear her moving behind the cedar shakes that covered my bedroom walls.
Sometimes she would rest her head and tail parts over the shake nails and think herself hidden,
whereas, a large loop of her middle would be hanging out in plain sight. I could spend hours
watching her move from one place to another. Especially, I was fascinated at how she could cross
the vertical face of the rock hearth behind the wood stove. It was like a magic trick how she could
hang onto practically nothing.

Charlene wasn’t affectionate like a previous gopher snake | had had some years before. I had
named that snake Willamena and she liked to “hang out,” literally, around my neck. Willamena
had been friendly and usually greeted me by raising herself up and stroking her face at knee level,
against my pant leg, wanting to be picked up. But Charlene didn’t come up to me when she felt \
the wibrations of my arrival home. She was self contained, a class act all the way. An intellectual, - [_P,f )
she liked to read, which she did by the process of osmosis. She had good taste in literature. I
came home once to find her coiled up on Hemingway's, The Green Hills of Africa, and later,
upon Issak Dineson’s, Out of Africa. I might have thought she was interested only in Africa, but
she also read the dictionary. She read any open book laying face down. I never knew her to read
the newspaper or anything else of a trivial nature.

As winter progressed my bedroom got colder. Charlene decided to go back into hibernation.
Logically, she chose the bed. She had tremendous cultural knowledge. She must have gotten it
from all the reading she did. Anyway, she started out at the far side of my queen size bed, well
away from me. Gradually, the lump of her beneath the covers neared the center of the bed. The
night came when she was close enough to sense my warmth when I got into bed, and she decided

in favor of the practicality of coziness. This practicality was strictly one sided. Her body was






