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Chapter 2.

Time Machine.

“Good morning, Mr. Stroom.” Jeff was still half-asleep.

“Where is my money?” Stroom skipped the greeting part of the conversation.

“I have a job tonight—“

“Yesterday you said yesterday night, today it’s today’s night. Let me guess what you will tell me tomorrow. When will you pay me, boy?”

“Mr. Stroom, I will work tonight and I will also see my friend with the money. I will pay you tomorrow.  Promise.”

“Too many promises. I will evict you if you don’t pay me tomorrow.  That’s my promise.” Stroom turned his back to Jeff and walked down the stairs.

“I have to find money to pay this moron. He’s getting on my nerves,” Jeff thought wearily. 

He went back to his bed. What was it before Stroom came in? Oh yeah, it was that weird dream about pink Stroom. Would it be nice to see him in pink? And who was that guy? His lawyer? Pink too. What was this pink business all about?  

Jeff got up and located the case with the apparatus. Yes, it was right where he’d left it yesterday. Jeff remembered everything at once: his two trials, and the flare, and the hit wave. So what was it? At least it wasn’t his imagination. The same effect had occurred twice, the flare and the follow-up darkness, and the aftermath, the sickly, nauseous condition, but those scenes in between? They were very real, Stroom at the door—he looked sick too—to call the police. And the other one, with Mike, tuxedoes, very strange.  Was it some kind of a mirage? Could it be that the field induced hallucinations, the same way as drugs? Dan had said that this gas was an unusual substance. Its qualities were unknown, so it really could act as a hallucinogen. But what about the field? That thing was for real. He could feel it. Well, he had to research it. It could be an interesting discovery. 

Jeff went to the apparatus. He unlocked the case, turned the switch. Pink flare. Total darkness…

“No, I can’t do that,” Mike said. “I play with a jazz band tonight. I have to look through the scores to refresh my memory. Jazz is a serious thing.” He put his cup on the table. 

“Red square. Like the roulette, but checkered,” Jeff thought and said, “Mike, it only takes five minutes. Besides, you could help me foil the room. It will be much faster for the two of us. All in all, no more than thirty minutes.”

“No, I can’t,” Mike said, “I have—”

To prevent the unpleasant fall this time, Jeff had lain on the floor next to the apparatus before turning it on. His finger was still on the switch. Yet, another mirage. Oh, this weird condition again…

“Oh-oh-oh-oh…” An apparent moan came from Stroom’s apartment.

“What’s wrong with him again?” Jeff thought. “What was that thing with Mike? We were in a restaurant drinking coffee, and this tablecloth—checkered, black and red checkers—so realistic.” He sat on the floor as his sickness was dissipating slowly. The scene was real as though he, Jeff, were there, had participated in it—in that play, that scene with Mike—yes, he even compared it with the roulette.

Another fainting wave descended on Jeff and he had to lie down on the floor again. At this point, Jeff heard the door of his landlord’s apartment open. Then he heard slow, shaky steps up the stairway. They stopped at his door, and someone hit the door twice.  Jeff turned on his belly and, with an enormous effort, he stood up, first on his four and then on his two. He opened the door.

“It’s you—” Mr. Stroom hissed at Jeff.

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 felt extremely exhausted. “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—”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Jeff exhaled. “What plague? Mr. Stroom, I’m not feeling well. Just leave me alone.”

Jeff closed the door. He collapsed on his bed and closed his eyes as he nearly fainted. It took him a few minutes to return to his thoughts. So the effects were repeated, the darkness was probably his momentary fainting, then an imaginary scene followed. Wait a second, what was that encounter with Stroom just now? Was that after the apparatus or before? After. But that already happened before, hadn’t it? No, he’d screamed in the morning. But that whole thing had happened. It couldn’t be! It was the vision he got yesterday, the very first time—it was absolutely the same. No, it wasn’t. It was. It was the same: Jeff leaned on the wall, Stroom perspired, could hardly move his lips. It was the same and it wasn’t the same. Something was different. Yes, and he knew what it was. Yesterday he hadn’t felt so drained leaning on the wall. But the rest was the same. Stroom had said, “You sent this plague.”  Wait a second…

Jeff found himself sitting on his bed thinking feverishly. All right, he had to sort out the events. It looks like he imagined something of the future. How could that be? By the way, what was the second vision about? Talking to Mike in the restaurant, fixing bows? Indeed, they would see each other there tonight, in that restaurant. Was it the future he saw? Was the apparatus a time machine?

Jeff caught his breath. It was impossible. It was impossible to create a perpetual motion machine. The laws of physics obliterate perpetual motion, but time—time is a different story. Nobody proved penetrating time impossible. Just because it was impossible to explain it didn’t mean it wasn’t impossible to do it.

So it seemed he’d discovered a time machine. He was able to look into the future. But how far into the future? When had he turned it on yesterday? That was about the same time yesterday morning. Stroom comes in around the same time every morning. The second time he did it at night, and the scene was at night. Hopefully it would occur tonight, which meant the apparatus showed the future twenty-four hours in advance. 

The side effects were quite unpleasant though, and innocent people were affected too, like Stroom. But Stroom was not that innocent, the rip-off artist.  Anyway, there must be a way to eliminate the side effects on innocent bystanders. Some protective shielding? Faraday used a metal cage. Tin foil would work the same. If Jeff wrapped the machine in foil, it would shield him from the electromagnetic fields. On the other hand, how would he feel anything if the field were contained within the foil? No, he had to foil his entire room. Thus, only he would interact with the field, no one else outside the room. 

Jeff jumped into action. He found a roll of foil and spread it on the walls. When he ran out of it, Jeff measured the room, then calculated how much foil he would need. It turned out to be a lot. And he needed money for that. 

This circumstance defined his further action. He decided not to experiment with the apparatus today and do all his errands instead. That occupied his entire day. And all this time Jeff thought about the apparatus, of course. He needed someone to tell about his discovery.  

Around four in the afternoon Jeff could not suppress his desire any longer and called Mike. Jeff asked him to come to work a little earlier because there was something important he needed to talk to him about.  Jeff said it in a very mysterious voice; he needed to tell Mike something very, very important. 

In another hour they got together in the restroom of the still-empty restaurant.

“So what’s the important story?” Mike asked. “Found a job?”

“Mike, I must tell you something,” Jeff whispered and looked under the cabin stalls to make sure there was no one else in the restroom. “I made an important discovery.”

“Sounds interesting,” Mike said, looking slightly surprised by Jeff’s precautionary measures.

“You wouldn’t believe me,” Jeff continued, “because it’s unbelievable—”

“Just go ahead. What is it? Dish it out.”

“Mike,” Jeff made a dramatic pause, “I have discovered a time machine.”

During the silence that followed, Mike looked first into Jeff’s eyes and then, for some reason, at his toes, as though trying to figure out his height, and then at his face again.

“It’s a good thing you’ve checked under the toilet stalls,” he said.

“Why?”

“Why? Because only I could listen to this bullshit and not report you to a psychiatric institution.” 

“I couldn’t believe it either, but listen to this. I turned the machine on and I saw Stroom—”

“Who?”

“My landlord. I saw him yesterday, and today the scene repeated word by word.”

“Look, man, you have to find a job, any job, and get out of your apartment so you stop hallucinating about your landlord.”

“Mike, I turned it once again and I saw you—”

“That’s much better—”

“Right here tonight—”

“You are seeing me here tonight.”

“No, that was yesterday when I saw you right here.” Jeff paused.

“And what makes you think you saw the future?” Mike was a bit sarcastic.

 “Because I saw Stroom and it happened with him, and I saw you and it will happen with you—”

“What will happen with me?”

“We will be talking.”

“We are talking. Anything in particular? Girls, music, money? ”

“Here we are.” Jeff was jubilant. “You will be giving me the money not tonight, but tomorrow,” he 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 tired. You have to take a little break or else they will put you in the pose of a drinking horse and then they will—”

“I know, I know,” Jeff said impatiently, “but I’m really—”  

“So what about the money tomorrow?” Mike interrupted him in turn. “Let’s get together for breakfast. We haven’t done that for—”

“Mike!” Jeff was excited beyond limits. “Mike, we will have breakfast in a restaurant with checkered tablecloths, red and black checkered tablecloths. We will be drinking coffee—”

“With milk?” Mike asked with sarcasm.

“You don’t believe me, but it will be with checkered tablecloths. I saw it this morning.”

“Well, if you insist, there really is a small place near me with this black and red stuff. Besides, it would be convenient for me, and you have a lot of free time for a little walk—“

“Mike, I will invite you for a time machine session tomorrow during our breakfast,” Jeff spoke slowly, “and you will accept it, I think—”

“Why aren’t you so sure, Mr. Fortuneteller?”

“I didn’t see the end of it. It cut me off,” Jeff said.

“You are crazy and you’re making me crazy. But now I’m so intrigued that I probably will—no, I can’t—”

“Because you will have to look through the scores and play in a jazz band.” Jeff was ecstatic. Mike looked at him with some surprise.

“I probably dropped a line…” he began with suspicion, “I think I dropped—”

“You didn’t drop anything. I have simply been there. I’m telling you what will happen tomorrow.”

“If you decided to be a psychic it’s perfectly fine. I can hook you up with one respectable woman. She wears this nice gown with golden stars and crescents and a gray wig during her sessions. You’ve got to take a few lessons—”

“I know it sounds insane, but I am perfectly normal. I am telling you I have this machine—”

“Does it look like a ball? A crystal ball by any chance?”

“Mike, you’re ridiculing me and I understand—”

“You should change your name for business purposes. Something like Piercing Jeff or Jeff the Prick.”

“Mike, come on…” Jeff knew that when Mike got into a funny mood it was hard to stop him.

“Look, you’d better switch to something more practical. A perpetuum bicycle would be a nice invention. Or better yet, you can get into meteorology…”

They went to work soon, but every time Mike had a break he would find Jeff to tell him a nice story, as he put it. First, he recalled one psychiatrist, Dr. Weinstein, who embarked on a supernatural exploit of finding a way to penetrate human thought and, by reading one’s mind, to predict one’s future actions. He based his research on experiments with dogs—he was a big admirer of the Pavlovian dog. Once he came across a dog that was obviously smarter than Dr. Weinstein himself, so the dog penetrated his, Weinstein’s, thought instead. This feat led the psychiatrist to a discovery of a very interesting fact—namely, that people are more like dogs. He was so impressed by this revelation that he abandoned his practice and moved to the Fiji Islands.

During another break, Mike told Jeff a story of a Yoga man who could not only foretell the future, but during his séance, he would levitate to give more credibility to his forecast. As it turned out, his levitating expertise was tightly tied to a small metal pole sticking from the ground. There was a lever soldered to the pole. The man gravitated to the lever, covering it with his white robes so nobody could see it.  He and his friends disappeared, probably into the future, when the deception was discovered. The temple they served in used the proceeds for the roof replacement. 

Then Mike told Jeff a story of a college professor who predicted a brilliant future for his best-looking female students, but absolutely failed to predict that a few of them would get pregnant from him and, probably because of that failure, he was terminated.  Then there was an astronomer who foresaw an invasion of aliens, which really happened on our southern border with Mexico, although not exactly the way he said it would, as the aliens were not at all from space. After that there was a story about a lobbyist who prophesized, and correctly so, some certain future actions of the legislative branch of the government. Another story about a stock market analyst who foreshadowed a bull market run, and another one who foretold a great economic boom. And yet another story about a priest who predicted the end of the world, which is yet to come. 

When the restaurant was closing, Mike came up to Jeff.

“Still riding your time machine? I think I’ll start calling you Jeffrodamus, something like that. I’ll see you tomorrow morning at eight-thirty, at the red and black checkers—” and Mike told him the name of the place.

Jeff arrived home late. He was tired and went to bed right away. This time his dream was multicolored. First, Mike came in dressed as a harlequin in red and black checkers. He seemed to be running a circus show, in which he was the sole performer. He did some tightrope walking, but he walked a glass tube instead of a rope. Then Mike presented a team of thinking dogs. The dogs formed a circle and looked at one another while thinking, and their thoughts jumped around their heads. Then they rose to their hind paws and danced and sang something like “Hail to Pavlov and Weinstein”. 

Then Mike announced in a trumpeting voice, “Nostradamus!”, and Stroom came out of nowhere dressed in medieval garb and a green beret with a rhomboid military badge and a huge feather, which was so long that it swept the floor.  

“Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow,” he began with tragic intonations, “creeps in this petty pace from day to day,” he finished and made a sad face. 

“Mr. Stroom, I promise—” Jeff told him and smiled most amicably, but Stroom interrupted him. 

“That keep the word of promise to our ear, and break it to our hope,” Stroom recited, obviously being in a poetic mood. “One may smile, and smile, and be a villain.”   

Jeff got confused by his high poetry. Evidently, satisfied by the produced effect, Stroom smiled and said, “Rest, rest, perturbed spirit,” and dissolved in the air.

Mike took over again, this time in a Sikh turban, with a thin nylon net holding his beard and a huge mustache, sticking out like straws in a field. He played his clarinet, and a big cobra uncoiled from a glass can and stared at Jeff, swinging slowly from side to side. 

“So, the time machine…” it hissed. “You can see into the future?”

Here it turned into a tube of glass, and Jeff looked inside it. There, at the very end of it, he saw Dan.

“You forgot about me,” Dan said, “you forgot, you forgot…” 

“You forgot,” he continued with Stroom’s voice, “but I remember. Where is my money?”

Jeff opened his eyes and woke up. It was a new day. 

11

