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Chapter 1.

How it all began.

All of us remember those glorious days of the bull market when stock prices kept marching up, wealth multiplied by the day, accounts bulged with profits, millionaires lost count of their millions, and the Bureau of Statistics lost count of the millionaires. People bought fancy clothes, cars, yachts, all sorts of things. Do you remember those license plates like IHOO-400 and AMZG-120? Amazing indeed. And those vacations! Ah, those vacations! It seemed this paradise would never end. 

And paradise it was. Never in the history of the civilized world had anything like this happened before. There was nothing to compare this grand epoch to. Only idealist thinkers of the past dreamed of a society like this one, freed from fear and rid of poverty, when they fantasized about communism, about utopia. But unlike the original Utopia where everyone had to work, this new, bull-market utopia would be the one where nobody would ever work again. In a traditional way, of course.  Trading stocks wouldn’t be considered as work. A nation of stock market watchers, a society of happy traders—what an example for the rest of the world, what a beautiful dream. How close to the ideal we were! 

Yes, all of us remember those days. But not all of us know why it never happened, why the beautiful dream never materialized. Most of us tried to find a plausible explanation and most of us failed. Some blamed it on the Federal Reserve raising the interest rates too fast; others blamed it on low interest rates. Some accused the Treasury of excessive money printing; others stuck to the anti-gold conspiracy theory. There even were people who, in their pursuit of truth, insisted that the Treasury, the Federal Reserve Bank, even the White House, were implicated in a global conspiracy of sorts; but those people, of course, were wrong.  How in the world can the very pillars of society, the cornerstones of democracy, be involved in any kind of unlawful, shameful and tasteless conduct? No, this cannot be. This is insane. 

All of us tried to find the answer, but not all of us knew where to look for that answer, and those in the know were few and far apart. But if you had a chance to ask those few, they all, with no exception, would have told you that the real cause of that mishap was unemployment, as usual. And if you tried to get to the bottom of it, these people would have told you that it was a very particular case of unemployment. 

It all began one dreary morning in October of 1999 in a tiny one-room apartment located on the very top floor that was, in fact, the attic or the fourth floor of a three-story house in a working-class suburb of a big city in Massachusetts. Or maybe not in Massachusetts at all, maybe in Illinois or Pennsylvania, it’s hard to tell. We just know for a fact it didn’t begin in New York. It was developing in New York, true—to be precise, in New York City—a lot of things happen in New York City—but it started somewhere else, that’s for sure. Although it’s absolutely unimportant. 

So, in a tiny one-room apartment located on the very top floor of a private house things were in total disarray. The apartment was occupied by Jeff Mason, who had just graduated from college with a degree in physics.  He sat on a chair in the middle of this chaos. To his credit, the chaos wasn’t really that bad, the world had seen more horrendous disorders, but it was bad enough, as the floor of the room was strewn with pieces of paper, books, newspapers, photographs and other typographic products. The problem was that Jeff, like most graduates, was unemployed. So the paper mess on the floor was very much a result of that job search since the parts of newspapers were help-wanted ads, the books were used for interviews, and the plain paper sheets were copies of Jeff’s resume, which he constantly changed. 

It must be noted that Jeff was a nice fellow, shy and unassuming. He was born in a small town in the Midwest. His parents were not rich by any standards, but they were nice people. Jeff had two brothers and a sister, and they were a loving family. From time to time, things were tough when Jeff’s father would lose his job and Jeff and his older brother had to work after school. It wasn’t a worry-free childhood, not at all. 

From his early days Jeff displayed interest in everything around him, especially machines, cars, planes, and anything that moved, and that’s how he developed his love for physics. He was good in school, but family finances were too tight to send him to college, and he had no other choice but to work to pay for his education. In short, he was quite an ordinary guy. 

What wasn’t ordinary about him was his fascination with physics. It was his only love, his only passion. He never dated girls; he didn’t have time for that. He had few friends; people were too vain for him. But two of those few friends influenced Jeff and were directly and indirectly responsible for all the events that followed. 

Let’s start with Jeff’s indirectly responsible friend. As it was said before, Jeff had to work his way though college. And as we all know, one of the most popular and easy-to-get jobs for students is the job of a waiter. Jeff was no exception and worked in any restaurants he could. One day he served a guy about his age who was drawing something on a piece of paper, and that attracted Jeff’s interest. He looked over the man’s shoulder and saw a draft of a strange device or apparatus. Shy by nature, Jeff usually didn’t approach strangers, but this time his curiosity took over and he asked the guy about his work. If he only knew what a fateful step that was.

In the next few minutes, his new acquaintance explained that the device was designed to test one unusual substance, a gas, that he, Daniel—“Dan to my friends”—“Jeff, nice to meet you”—discovered rather by accident while trying to split molecules of a chemical compound, and the result was so unbelievable that it could change chemistry… 

“Oh yeah, I’m a chemist.”   

“Physics is my major.”  

“Physics? It’s destiny! A physicist is all I need. Well, the gas is inert since it seems to be an intermittent element—”  

“What element?”  

“There’s no such thing yet, that’s why I can’t believe I really discovered what I think I did,” Dan said and went on talking for the next minute or two. 

Jeff understood only that Dan’s discovery might change the whole perception of the physical world. At this moment, Jeff was called to another table, and when he came back, Dan had a whole story to tell. Since Jeff had to work, they decided to get together the next day. 

That’s how their relationship began, and though they never became close friends, Jeff always thought highly of Dan. Before long they agreed to work together and even rented the apartment where Jeff presently lived. 

Dan’s background was quite different. Born in a well-to-do family, he was the only child. He always had what he needed, but he never was a spoiled child. He read voraciously. His father was a professor of literature. He guided Dan in his reading and successfully so, for Dan’s language was very distinct and his vocabulary broad. But Dan’s real passion was chemistry. Once he came across a book about alchemists and the idea of turning stuff to gold intrigued him so much that he began to study it seriously, reading chemistry books, and making experiments.  

All was well until his parents died in a car accident. He was sixteen at the time. He lived with the next-door neighbors for the two remaining school years and then went to college. There was not much money in the family bank account, but the insurance paid a significant sum and Dan was well off, so to say. He often lent Jeff money and forgot about it. Then he was always surprised when Jeff repaid his debt. And Jeff always did. 

Their project of testing Dan’s substance advanced nicely. First, they built the apparatus. It consisted of glass tubes and electric condensers, transformers, etc., interconnected by wires. The tubes were intended to control the flow of heat, and the electric wiring applied electric charge to the gas, which Dan kept in a glass capsule. The gas was pinkish in color. The device was portable, with the half-foot glass tubes being its largest parts. It could be easily disassembled and re-assembled. 

 Having finished with the manufacturing, they proceeded with their tests.  They tried to apply heat to the gas. Nothing came out of it. Then Jeff modified the device to run a series of tests with electrical current. But that coincided with exams, and since Jeff had to work all his free time, the project would have stalled if not for Dan taking it over. It was close to completion anyway so he could do it alone.  

One night, when Jeff came home from work he found Dan on his bed drinking beer. He looked dazed. And he was unusually quiet. Next day the scene was the same except Dan didn’t drink—he was already drunk and slept in his bed. As days passed, he grew more alienated and silent. When Jeff asked about the project, he just waved his arm in a way that it was not clear whether it was good or bad. And, finally, Dan disappeared. 

When Jeff came home that day, he found the device standing on the floor in the middle of the room and no sign of Dan. He had disappeared before, but usually for no more than a day or two, but this time a day and two days came and went, and three days, and four. Jeff called the police. They came in, put together a missing person report and left. 

So Dan vanished without a trace, but what was a little strange, the landlord’s cat also disappeared. The landlord hadn’t been home much for the past couple of months, as he dated a woman with serious intents and spent most of his time with her. Both Jeff and Mr. Stroom (such was the landlord’s name) didn’t know what to think. If Dan left on his own, why would he take the cat along? If he was kidnapped, which was unlikely since there were no signs of struggle, but even if he was—why would anyone kidnap a cat? 

Since there were no known relatives, Jeff never contacted anyone and remained in possession of Dan’s things—mostly books. And the apparatus, which Jeff put into a velvet-clad case of an old travel game set. The games were lost long time ago and the apparatus fit the case perfectly. Jeff put it in his closet. Dan had prepaid his half of the rent for the whole year because he always forgot to pay on time and, of course, he had money. That came in handy since Jeff relied on Dan’s portion of the rent. 

So that’s the short story of Jeff’s friend who inadvertently impacted life in a way immeasurable.

The second friend, whose impact was even greater—

Somebody knocked at Jeff’s door. Jeff knew who it was, it had happened every day for the past four weeks around the same time and Jeff didn’t have to guess. It was his landlord. He wanted money. Landlords always want money. But unfortunately, Jeff had no money. He hadn’t paid for the last three months. Actually, it had been more than three months—he hadn’t paid for seven. Jeff talked Mr. Stroom into applying Dan’s remaining pre-payment as his, Jeff’s payment for four of the months. Mr. Stroom was hesitant to do that and understandably so—he already had that money, it was his; besides, that money was paid by the other guy. But technically, the apartment was paid for, Mr. Stroom’s lawyer explained to him. Moreover, renting the attic floor wasn’t really a nice thing to do in a three-story building since it, kind of, didn’t exist.  “So the tenant could really play a bad trick, if he knows, of course. Is he a smart guy? Even the eviction case could prove to be quite obstinate—“

“What?”  

“Difficult, that is.”

Mr. Stroom realized that himself, so he reluctantly agreed to give Jeff a credit for Dan’s prepayment. Now, Jeff was an honest guy, as we said before, and he always paid his debts. This time too, he planned to re-pay Dan, should he return, but for the time being—well, to be perfectly honest, Jeff wasn’t unemployed in a real sense of the word. From time to time, he would work in a restaurant to make ends meet, but he was preoccupied with his job search now and didn’t have time to work. 

Jeff had no desire to talk to Mr. Stroom. He knew exactly what the landlord would say. First month when Jeff missed his payment, Mr. Stroom showed up at the door every weekend to remind Jeff of his obligations, but then Mr. Stroom grew alarmed and now it was a daily procedure of threats and demands. Every time Jeff heard him coming, he had a temptation to pretend he wasn’t home, but he was an honest guy, generally…. 

“Good morning, Mr. Stroom,” Jeff greeted his landlord.

“Where is my money? Will you pay me today?”

“Mr. Stroom, can you wait until tomorrow?”

“Same old story. You said the same thing yesterday, and the day before and before and I am sick of it.”

“Mr. Stroom, I have a job tonight so I’ll have some money tomorrow.” Jeff lied. 

“One night and you get enough money for three months rent? What kind of a job is that? Listen, boy, you’re playing this game with me—“ 

“I’m not playing any games. I am looking for a job, I told you. And I will borrow some money from a friend—”

“It’s all the same every day. I’m gonna evict you. Just throw you out. I have expenses too.”

“Mr. Stroom, I know you have. But I’m in a difficult situation. Can you have some sympathy?”

“I’m in a difficult situation too. I have to pay all my bills and you live here for free.” Stroom threw a fierce look. “If you need sympathy, you can find it in the dictionary between shit and syphilis, as my drill sergeant used to say.”

 “I’m looking for a decent job and a first job is hard to get with no experience—”

“Get any job. Why should I care if you’re an engineer or a garbage collector? Sell hotdogs. Rob a bank. Go to a pawnshop.”

“Mr. Stroom, I promise you I will pay you tomorrow—”

“This is the last time. If you don’t pay me tomorrow I am going to my lawyer to throw you out. That’s it.”

“I will, Mr. Stroom, I promise. Thank you, Mr. Stroom.  Have a good day.”

What an annoyance! Stroom spoiled the entire day. Where could he get the money? Jeff had to pay him at least something to shut him up, but it was hard to come by money if you didn’t work. Wait, what had he said, a pawnshop? That would be a good idea, but he had nothing to pawn. He could always call Mike. Mike had helped him so many times, he’d feel uncomfortable asking him again, but… 

Oh yes, we were going to tell the story of Jeff’s other friend when Stroom appeared. The second friend, whose impact was even greater, was Mike. Mike was a musician, played clarinet and saxophone. He was five years Jeff’s elder and much more experienced in life, so Jeff would ask for his advice quite often and Mike always helped. He lent Jeff money a few times and called him sometimes when he would learn of a one-night job deal in a good restaurant. Actually, they met under such circumstances. Jeff was a replacement in an expensive restaurant one night and Mike was playing there with a quartet of classical musicians. Jeff happened to be nearby during their break and Mike asked him for a glass of lemonade. Jeff brought it and Mike told him some funny joke about lemonade. Jeff had a good laugh, and when Mike offered to pay Jeff said it was on him. So they chatted a bit more, exchanged phone numbers and got together for lunch. Little by little they became friends. Whether it was for Jeff’s immaturity or good nature, Mike liked him and patronized him.

Jeff faced a dilemma: he had to pay rent, but he had no money. Leaving Mike as a last resort, he decided to look for something he could present to a pawnshop. He knew he had nothing to pawn, but he was leery to call Mike and bother him again. Jeff opened the closet and, all of a sudden, he saw the case with the apparatus. How could he forget about it? He was going to try it after his exams, but the job hunt really changed his lifestyle.  He immediately forgot about a pawnshop and money and Mr. Stroom. At that moment, he became what he really was—a scientist. 

Jeff opened the case. The apparatus reflected the room’s only window in one of its tubes. The pink gas was inside the capsule. Jeff looked at the electric gear. He remembered how he was setting the device for Dan: the connections, switches, transformers. Now he had plenty of time, he could try it.  

Jeff turned the switch and the room turned pinkish from the light that came out of the apparatus. In the next moment, Jeff fell into total darkness as though he’d become unconscious, and right after that…

Jeff stood at the door, leaning on the wall. Mr. Stroom stood at the entrance, his face covered with sweat. 

“You did it on purpose,” Mr. Stroom said, breathing heavily. “Every time I come here for rent, you do it to me. Yesterday, today…” He wasn’t screaming as before, he could hardly speak, “I’ll call the police. You can’t do that to me—”

“What do you mean?” Jeff said. “What did I do?”  

“You don’t know what you did?” Mr. Stroom looked at Jeff with hatred. “You don’t know what you did?” he repeated again. “You just sent this plague on me again—”

Now Jeff lay on the floor near the apparatus, feeling worn out and nauseous, unable to move his finger. He tried to find an explanation as to what had just happened, but his mind failed him. He could understand the pinkish flare; that, probably, was the effect of the gas Dan discovered. But the momentary darkness scared him, as he could not explain that other than a sign of stress affecting his mind in a quite negative and undesirable way. The job search by itself was not a picnic, and Stroom demanding the rent… By the way, what was that business he was talking about? Had he been talking at all? Had Stroom really been there just a moment ago?  Jeff looked at the door. It was closed. But he had just seen Mr. Stroom talking about the police. 

Jeff had another bout of nausea and he had to breathe deeply to fight it off. So Stroom was there at the door, then everything disappeared and he, Jeff, was now on the floor. He had to be imagining things. It was too much stress; he had to find a way to reduce it. He had to find money somewhere to pay Stroom and to stop Stroom’s daily visits. He had all these visions because of the stress. All right, he needed to find a small job. He had to call Mike and ask him if he’d heard of any. 

At this very moment, the phone rang.

“Jeff, how are you, my friend?”

“Mike, you wouldn’t believe it, but I was just thinking about you.”

“Thinking about me? You sound like a loving woman. What’s the story?”

“I was just going to call you—” 

“Because you need some money.” Mike continued in Jeff’s stead.

“No… I mean, yes… No, I mean… Yes, I need money.” Jeff was embarrassed.

“That’s why I’m calling you.” Mike ended Jeff’s embarrassment. “They need a replacement tomorrow at…” and Mike named a popular expensive restaurant, “I guess you need to work a little for a change. How’s your job hunt, by the way?”

“No offers yet,” Jeff said.

“So mine is the first one?”

“Mike, I really appreciate it.”

“No problem. I thought of you as soon as they called me. Do you remember the place? You’ll have to rent a tux for the night. Go to that guy you always rent from. I guess you don’t have money right now, but he trusts you.”  

“Mike, can you lend me some money for a few weeks?” 

“How much and for how long?”  

“I need three hundred for a month or so.”

“Well, it’s a little tough, but we’ll try. You need it tomorrow?”

“If you can. Mike, are you gonna be there too?”

“I sure am. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Mike hung up.

Great! Jeff really needed this little boost of confidence. Suddenly, he recalled his embarrassment with Mike. “It’s horrible. Mike is right; I always call him when I need money. No, not always, I called him a few times to get together and he was busy. But he’s a nice guy. He won’t take it personally.  Well, what about the device?” and Jeff went on trying to rationalize the strange effect the apparatus produced. 

It seemed the flare created a fairly strong electromagnetic field; Jeff had felt a hit of an invisible wave that could explain his pitiful situation on the floor. And that dizziness and weakness too.  But what about that darkness? The darkness was real. Or was it? Hallucinations? 

As he always did when he needed an answer, Jeff turned to his books.  It took him the rest of the day to do his research, and it captivated him so much that by the time he returned to reality, twilight crawled in through the window and filled his room. Now Jeff tried to summarize everything he just read, and it became clear that he’d found no explanation. The field was present, he’d felt it. Could it be of such strength that it affected his mind temporarily? He had to try it again.

Jeff turned on the light. Feeling some unusual excitement, he opened the case. The apparatus was intact.  Jeff turned the switch and the pinkish flare filled the room again. In the next moment, total darkness swallowed him and he felt as though he was hanging in a complete vacuum, in a bottomless pit, abyss…

“You will be giving me the money not tonight, but tomorrow,” Jeff said.

“By the way, can I bring you the money tomorrow?” Mike asked. “Fix your bow,” he added, pointing at Jeff’s bow.

“See? And now you will ridicule me for what I’m telling you.” Jeff put his bow into place.

“Jeff,” Mike interrupted him, “how do you expect me to react? Fuckin’ Nostradamus. You have to take it easy, man. Do you study a lot? You’re too—”

Jeff lay on the floor with his eyes closed. What was that? The same pitch-black darkness, and Mike was there. What was he saying? Money tomorrow. Nostradamus. Wait a second, he was wearing a tux, a bow, and Jeff had a bow too, and it was—it seemed like the restaurant. This was getting weird. Jeff was overworked and he was imagining things that were going to happen. 

He heard a moan from downstairs.

“What was that?” Jeff thought. “Sounds like Stroom. What’s wrong with him?”  

Jeff was tired. He looked at the clock; it was six. 

“I can’t function well, I have to go to bed,” Jeff thought.

He undressed and slipped under the blanket. The memories of the vision came back to him. Puzzled, he tried his reasoning again, but soon his thoughts hit a dead end. He turned off the light and tried to recreate the complete darkness by closing his eyes and covering his head with a pillow, but it wasn’t the same. That darkness was overwhelming, all-consuming.  And that force… 

In another twenty minutes, Jeff was asleep. His sleep was terrible. He had a weird, erratic dream. The entire dream was painted black and pink, the black representing the dark space that everything floated in. At first, Jeff was flying in the darkness. Strange figures blinked and danced around him, all of them pink. He saw some needles, strange birds and tiny elephants, or maybe not elephants at all; maybe they were crocodiles or space shuttles.  Then a spot of pink light appeared in the distance. It started moving nearer, growing into a pink ball, inside of which Jeff saw Dan and a cat next to him. The cat was absolutely pink and had a breastplate with letters reading “Stroom’s Cat.” 

“Remember what I told you?” Dan asked Jeff. “This stuff is new. You have no idea what you’re dealing with. Be careful.” Dan smiled.  

 “What do you mean?” Jeff asked, but Dan just smiled and didn’t say anything. Meanwhile, the cat raised his right paw as though asking for attention. Dan slightly bent his head and moved his eyes toward the cat, showing Jeff that he had to listen to the animal.

“You, smart ass!” the cat bellowed at Jeff. “Love experimenting? This thing is gonna kill you. They that shall take the sword shall perish with the sword. You should be punished because of your greed, damn scientist.”

“I beg your pardon?” a puzzled Jeff turned to the cat.

“Don’t even beg for it. I’m not gonna give my pardon to jerks like you. My pardon is harder to get than even the Presidential Pardon!” The cat went on, growing furious. “All you material girls and boys will be getting yours because of your unquenchable thirst for riches. And you, I will personally persecute you when you arrive here.” 

“What are you talking about? Arrive where?” Jeff mumbled weakly as strange fear began filling his mind.  

“You’re a criminal!” the cat continued screaming, “Don’t forget you owe rent to everybody, myself inclusive.” 

“Dan, I will return the money. You know I always did,” Jeff said apologetically.

“It’s okay. Keep it. I don’t need it now.” Dan smiled again.

Then they both dissolved into a pink cloud, and Jeff saw a maze of glass tubes of various sizes. In a completely surreal way, he flowed through the glass tubular labyrinth as though he were fluid. Finally, he fell out of it and found himself at the bottom of a long stairway. He climbed the stairs and there he saw the apparatus. 

Jeff turned it on. Tiny Mr. Stroom appeared at the bottom of the stairway and began a slow ascend. Jeff could not see him in the distance, but he knew it was Stroom. Now Stroom was closer and Jeff saw him carry on his back a black door. A plate with a word “Jeff” was nailed on the door. Stroom was dressed in pink. His lawyer, whom Jeff had never seen before, suddenly jumped from behind Stroom’s back and stood next to him. The lawyer was wearing a pink tuxedo. As Stroom reached the upper step, he put the door down and started knocking at it. 

“Wake up,” he roared. 

“Pay the rent,” the lawyer echoed him, “Wake up.”

The pink Stroom pounded the door with his fist. “Open the door, I know you’re in there.”

Jeff jumped on his bed as Stroom’s voice rumbled from behind the door. It was morning.
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