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	Monday night and they were all gathered around the table.  Six men about to perform a ritual of male bonding.  They were all neighbors in a shy little bedroom community nestled in New Jersey.  In varying degrees they were all friends.  Parts of the group could be seen at football games, basketball games, and any other sport they could get tickets for.  They gathered together each year for a Super Bowl Party.  And they played basketball together, coached rival teams in the Little League, and bowled in a local bowling league.  They gathered in parties and barbecues along with their wives.  One big happy group of young middle income couples. 


     The men shared their personal lives with each other.  Their business lives did not intersect, which made their friendship easier to maintain.  One was a chemist who commuted by car to a large chemical company in Central Jersey.  Another was a stock broker who rode the rails to Manhattan.  A third was in computers in Trenton.  There was an Assistant to the Vice president of a major bank in Morristown, a car salesman in Union, and a photographer in a partnership in a studio in Manhattan.  


	Their togetherness was all great fun, and generated a warm feeling of family.  But families do have an occasional falling-out.


	The Monday night ppoker game was the one activity where no women were invited.





	They took their places around the table, and started counting out their cash.  It was the chemist, Rod Lessing, who hosted the game this night.  A thin man with delicate features, blue eyes, and dark brown hair, he was their star bowler.  He had an average of 192, and brought in three games last season over 280.  Tonight he was wearing a green eyeshade.


	"While you guys are counting out the money you're going to give me tonight, I'll get the drinks," Rod said, got up, and went into the kitchen.


	"No way, Pardner.  Tonight we take the deed to this house and all the horses in your stable."  Pat Conklin was fair with red hair, laugh lines around his eyes, and twenty extra pounds.  His looks and friendly manner made him a successful car salesman.


	"Rod, I want some of what you've been smoking to have a delusion like that."  Dennis Watson was a tall, thickly built man, with a rugged look, jet black hair, black eyes, and dark skin.  He claimed there was some American Indian in his ancestry, and his looks bore out that claim.  He used a drawing of a feather to accompany his signature on his photographs.  He and Ted Kemmer coached their Little League team to win the championship last year.


	"We will not be intimidated by that stupid eyeshade."  Ted Kemmer was tall and well built.  He worked out regularly, and once thought of training for a body-building contest, until he found out he'd have to give up beer.  He loved basketball, and complained that his one failure in life was not growing another six inches.  He had dark hair and a mustache that made him look like one of the Three Musketeers.  Besides basketball, he was a whiz with computers, and had helped each of them pick out and set up their own systems at home.


	"Rod, we have admired your consistency, and your lack of ability at this game.  We have every confidence that will not change this night."  Harvey Jessel had fair skin, light brown hair carelessly combed, and that impish look of kid up to mischief.  He had a constant flow of energy that helped him deal with the hectic stock market trading each day.  He liked the challenge to his mind that poker made.  Odds were his stock and trade, and here was where odds counted most.  Odds, and bluff and bluster.


	"Rod, when I play poker with you I consider your money in the bank."  Carl Chester's pun brought groans from the others at the table.  Carl was learning the investment side of banking.  He had passed on to the others what he had learned, which some of them had put to use.  Carl was a banker a mile off.  Clean cut, medium height, and average build.  Dark hair, warm brown eyes, and very handsome, with a touch of ruggedness to his clean features.  All the women clients loved him, as well as many women who passed him on the street.


	Rod Lessing came out of the kitchen with a tray on which were six cans of beer.  He went around the table putting a can on the coaster at each man.  "My own special brew, for a special crew," he said.


	Dennis Watson picked up his can and looked at it.  "You brew Coors?"  


	"That's how he's going to do it," Harvey Jessel said.  "He's going to drug us, and take our money that way."


	"The way he plays he'd probably still lose,"	Pat Conklin said, and they all laughed.


	"The night has just begun," Rodney Lessing said as he sat down at his place, picked up the cards, and shuffled them.  "We'll see who's laughing when the night's over."


	"And who's crying," Carl Chester said.


	Rodney Lessing dealt a card face up to each man.  The ace fell in front of Pat Conklin.  "You're deal," he said and placed the deck of cards in front of Pat.  Then he looked at the clock on the wall.  "7:30.  In five hours the truth will out."


	"Shakespeare?" Dennis Watson said.


	"Bullwinkle," Harvey Jessel said.





	The play and the chatter changed as the clock slowly moved forward.  The banter was still there, but lacked the excited energy.  The was a fraying around the edges of the scene.  Empty beer cans, cigarette butts in the ashtrays, and a ruffling of clothing.  A soft haze of cigarette smoke hung in the air.  Pat Conklin and Harvey Jessel both smoked.  Smoking and poker were inseparable, they said.  Contrary to his boast, Rodney Lessing was losing.  When the clock dinged softly that it was 9:30 he had just lost a large pot to Pat Conklin.  Rodney leaned back with a sigh, and took off the green eye shade.


	"What's up Rod?  Something bothering you?  You're playing worse than usual," Harvey Jessel's tone was one of friendly concern.


	Rodney Lessing pushed his chair back and rose to his feet.


	"I'll take another beer while you're up," Ted Kemmer said, and he tilted his can up high to get the last of what was left in the can.


	Without saying a word, Rodney went into the kitchen.  Two others called after him for refills on the beer.


	Carl Chester was shuffling the cards when Rodney came out of the kitchen.  Rodney came to the table leaned into the center and placed a tube on the table.


     "Everybody know what this is?" he said, and they stopped and looked up at him.


	"Let's see, I ordered a beer.  Coors in a tube?" Dennis Watson said with a chuckle.


	"Not funny, Dennis," Rodney said with a tone cold enough to squash the chuckle in Dennis Watson's throat.


	"This a new kind of game?" Carl Chester said with a grin.  But it was a weak grin that could not stand up to Rodney's seriousness.


	"Well?" Rodney said, his tone more demanding.  "Does anyone know what this is?"


	Carl Chester looked around at everyone then said, "Looks like a tube of some kind of medication."


	"Good going, Carl," Rodney said with some sarcasm.  "This is the sort of stuff I work on.  It's an arthritis medication you rub on the skin.  The pain killer is absorbed through the skin.  That way you don't have to dose the entire body to treat one area."


	"You gonna to inflict pain on someone?"  Pat Conklin tried to get beyond the tension that tightened the air.


	"Yes, I am."


	They exchanged looks, rolling their eyes to indicate they felt the man had gone off the deep end.


	"What the hell is going on, Rod?" Ted Kemmer said.


	Rodney went on, ignoring the question.  "When the CIA was doing its nasty stuff in the sixties, they would smear a substance like this on the steering wheel of some victim's car.  It was not a jelly like this.  There was no vaseline in it.  Just the absorbent, a clear liquid.  The absorbent did not contain a pain killer, it contained a drug to make the person hallucinate."


	"Interesting, Rod," Harvey Jessel said, attempting to humor Rodney.  He didn't know what to make of all this, but it was definitely not a time to antagonize.


	"You see, the absorbent can be mixed with any viable drug.  Including many poisons."  


	No one spoke.  No one knew what to say.


	"You understand what I'm saying?"


	They all exchanged looks, before Harvey Jessel answered.  "You seem to be saying that if you mix the absorbent with a poison, you could kill somebody by smearing that stuff on something they'll handle.  That right?"


	"Perfect, Harv.  Couldn't have said it better myself."  Rodney stood straight.  "The only problem is it takes awhile for the absorbent to penetrate the palms of the hands.  The skin's a little thicker there."  He looked up at the clock.  9:40.  "A good two hours."  Then he looked down at them.


	No fun left.  Their mounting feelings of fear and confusion were thickening the air.


	"Harv, you're pretty good at this.  You want to try again?"


	"Rod, are you saying you poisoned us?"  The words came out like sticky paper.


	Rodney grinned and nodded slowly, "The beer cans."


	"Jeez," Carl Chester said, and he sat back in his chair like he had been hit in the head.


	"Not all of you," Rodney said, "One of you."


	The silence that followed was a solid that filled the room.  Each man looked at the other, but not as a friend, not as a fellow sufferer of Rodney's sudden insanity.  Each looked hopeful at the other for signs of the poisoning.  Each prayed one of the others was the victim.


	"Before anyone decides to leave," Rodney said.  "I want to remind you that only I know what sort of poison it is.  And only I have the correct antidote ready.  Also, remember, a stomach pump won't help you.  It is already in the blood stream."


	"Rod, this is crazy!" Ted Kemmer couldn't hold back any longer.  "What the hell is this all about?  Why are you doing this to your friends?"


	"You know who you gave the poison to.  Why won't you tell us?" Pat Conklin said.


	"The man knows he's been poisoned.  I want him to tell everyone why," Rodney said.  Then he leaned on the edge of the table with his hands, and looked carefully from one to the other of the men.  "No.  I think, instead, I will tell you why.  I will let him tell you who.  Because I want the snake to face each of us.  We were all friends.  We trusted each other like family.  And this slime took advantage of that trust."


     He was speaking in low deliberate tones, which made him the more scary.  This was a man over the edge.  One to be feared.  This was Rodney as they had never seen him.  And they didn't know what to expect.


	"It could have been any of us that he attacked."  Rodney looked at each man to emphasize that.  "It could have been your home he violated, your life he invaded.  But he chose mine.  He's like a disease, a cancer that must be removed from among us."


	"But killing him?" Harvey Jessel tried.  "That's not right.  Tells us what it's all about and we'll no longer have anything to do with him."


	"I want him to admit it to you all.  No denials.  No excuses."


	"But how's he going to do that, if he's dead?" Harvey said.


	"If he confesses to you all he won't be dead," Rodney said, "because of this."  From his shirt pocket he took a small medicine bottle of clear liquid and held it up for them to see.


	"That is the antidote.  But, don't get any ideas.  If you have not been poisoned, the antidote would kill you."


	"What could any of us have done to make you do such a terrible thing?" Carl Chester said, totally stunned by all this.


	Rodney wrapped his fist around the medicine bottle, and looked around at the men.  Then no longer being able to hold back his anger, he exploded, "He seduced my wife!"  He spat out the words singly like individual explosions.  And tears glistened in his eyes.  "The rotten bastard seduced my wife.  He took advantage of her while I was at work.  Visited this very damn house, and slept in our bed."  He straightened, his face contorted with hate and hurt.  "Our bed.  Damn you."


	"God," Carl Chester whispered.


	Now the exchanged looks were searching for the bastard that would do such a thing.


	"Linda is all I have in the world, all I ever wanted," Rodney's voice was broken as he swallowed back against the tears.  "Sweet.  Tender.  Warm.  Loving.  She was an innocent when I married her.  She's from a small town where people trusted each other.  She doesn't have the armor to deal with the snakes that prey on women."  Now a new anger hardened his voice.  "I will not let the slime get away with it.  I want the man to expose himself to all of us who called him 'friend'.  Personally, I'd like to hurt him.  But I will settle for his shame, for his begging for his life."  He held out his fist with the bottle containing the antidote, "I want to see him grovel for this."


	"You're sure it's one of us?" Ted Kemmer said.  Nervously he licked the perspiration from his upper lip.  "You might be killing the wrong guy."


	Rodney Lessing nodded.  "I know which one it is.  And if he doesn't openly admit it, he will die."  He looked up at the clock.  "Not much time left.  Ten minutes more and the antidote will be too late."  Rodney sat down in his chair, carefully reached out with the bottle and held it in his fist in the center of the table where they could all see it.  "There it is.  Life, for your admission of guilt.  For your admitting you betrayed us all.  All of us who accepted you as a friend."


	"I hope you got the right man," Harvey Jessel said, in a low voice like praying, and he wiped the sweat from his forehead.


	"If you're wrong, and one of us dies, Rod, that's murder," Carl Chester said, "and we're all witnesses to that.  Rod, you're throwing your whole life away.  Have you really thought this all through?"


	"I am not wrong.  And the man can not have enough pride to let himself die rather than admit his guilt,"  Rodney said.  Then he added in a sinister whisper, "But I hope he has.  He has rubbed his foul slime on my life.  I would be satisfied with his death."


	Still holding the bottle in the center of the table, Rodney looked up at the clock on the wall.  "Six minutes left," he said.  	They all turned their eyes to the clock, and they watched the minutes slowly slip by.  No one spoke.  No one moved.  The tension held them as if they were bound together.  One of them was going to die, they just knew it.  And they didn't know what to do about it.  So they sat there immobile, counting off the seconds.


     "Two minutes left before the antidote will no longer work," Rodney said.


	Everyone looked around at the others.  Each looked for signs that one of them was getting sick.  The trouble was that the tension had all of them looking sick.


	"One minute," Rodney said.  "Sixty seconds to face your God."


	Everyone tensed themselves as if waiting for an explosion.


     "I can't do this," Rodney said suddenly.  He turned back to the bottle, and so did everyone else.  "I'm not a murderer.  If I had you in my sight when I first found out, I would have killed you.  Now, I'm just tired."  He stood the bottle on the table, withdrew his hand, and fell back wearily in his chair.  "Take it.  Take the antidote, and get out of here."


	It didn't take but an instant before two hands grabbed the bottle.  Dennis Watson looked with surprise at Pat Conklin, and Pat looked with surprise at Dennis, their hands locked together on the bottle.  Rodney looked with wide-eyed shock at both of them.  He was stunned.  His voice came out in barely a whisper. "There was no poison.  It was all a bluff to find out who..."





	                      The End


