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Chapter 3.

Seeing is believing.

Mr. Stroom stood in the doorway, his entire appearance suggesting he was quite serious— he had a posture of a sumo wrestler, ready to grab his rival, his head lowered and with a fierce look in his eyes.

“Good morning, Mr. Stroom.”

“Where is my money?” Mr. Stroom started his regular routine.

“Mr. Stroom, my friend didn’t have the money for me yesterday,” Jeff said. “Honestly,” he added, seeing the effect of his words on Mr. Stroom.

“That’s it. I don’t wanna hear it no more. Just get out of here so I can let a decent person in. One who pays rent. Out!”

“Mr. Stroom, I’m gonna get a job offer any day—”

“I don’t care if you get ten offers. I want my money. Get out!”

“Where am I supposed to go? I have no place to go.”

“Not my business. Get out or I’ll evict you.”

“Mr. Stroom, I will meet my friend for breakfast and he will bring the money—”

“You don’t have money to pay the rent but you go out for breakfast?”

“I have a hundred dollars here and I will get the rest from my friend in an hour or so—”

“Okay. If I don’t have the balance in an hour I’ll evict you.” Stroom ripped the money from Jeff’s hand and turned his back to him.

Jeff closed the door. He turned around and saw his reflection in a sheet of foil he’d managed to hang on the opposite wall yesterday. “Like a mirror,” flashed in Jeff’s head. His eyes moved down to the alarm clock. “Wow, quarter after eight. Mike said eight-thirty.”  Jeff rushed to get dressed. 

It took him over twenty minutes of decent sprinting to get to the restaurant. Mike was already sitting at the table (“with red and black checkers,” Jeff noticed). He waved to Jeff.

“How are you today, Mr. Jeffrodamus?” Mike said as Jeff grabbed a chair. “Is it a nice morning for you?”

“Had the landlord banging my head again, demanding money. Sorry I’m late.” Jeff caught his breath.

“Speaking of the devil,” Mike said and reached into his pocket. He pulled out a bunch of green papers. “How much do you owe him?”

“Three months, nine hundred.”

“You’ve got to find a cheaper apartment. I’m paying a hundred-sixty, but it’s an exceptional deal. My landlady just loves me, hasn’t raised my rent for the past five years. She has nothing to do all day, and I always tell her a joke or two when I see her, spend five-ten minutes chatting with her. Or replace a bulb, stuff like that. But you’re paying through the nose anyway, for a hovel like yours—it’s a rip-off.”  Mike waved to the waitress. “We’re ready,” he said to her. He turned to Jeff again and handed him the money. “Here’s your three hundred.”

“Thanks a lot, Mike.”

The waitress brought a coffeepot and poured coffee into their cups. They ordered.  

“So what else did you see in the near future lately?” Mike asked with slight sarcasm.

“I didn’t have time to do it today,” Jeff said as though apologizing. “Stroom woke me up—”

“Who?”

“My landlord.”

“What a weird name. I thought for a moment there was a woman involved. So he provides a wake-up service for the money? You have to move anyway. He’s a bullshit artist.”

“Come on, Mike, I can’t right now. They call me for interviews and stuff. I have to find a job first. Besides, money for a deposit—” 

“You could’ve paid it with this money.”

“I have to pay my debt to Mr. Stroom first.”

“Mr. Stroom, Mr. Stroom,” Mike repeated, teasing Jeff. “You’re too decent with this Mr. Scum or whatever. Anyway, what can you tell me, Mr. Fortuneteller?”  

“Mike, you have to see it. You have to experience it by yourself. I can’t describe it.”

“Describe what? You’re talking about your time machine?”

“No, Mike, this—this trip—this excursion into the next day. First it creates a pink flare, then you fall into complete darkness, and then you get into the next day. You’re in there as though it’s you inside yourself, as if you’re watching yourself from inside yourself—”

“Wait, wait, you lost me altogether. Who’s in yourself watching yourself?”

“Mike, I can’t explain it. You have to go through it. Let’s go and do it. You can help me put foil on the walls of the room.”

“Why?”

“Insulation. Stop the machine from spreading the field—”

“What field?”

“Doesn’t matter. It’s all physics.  The side effect of the machine is that it knocks you down, literally; you feel nauseous for a while. The field it creates penetrates the floor and gets into Stroom’s apartment and affects him too. He suspects I do it to him on purpose, said would call the police. The foil should protect him from that. Let’s go, I’ll show you.”  

“No. Sorry. I have no time for the future now. I have some stuff to do in the present.”

“If we go now, it will be over in an hour or so.” Jeff insisted.

“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 spend a few hours studying. Besides, your scary stories about throwing up—”

“No throwing up. A little dizzy, that’s all. But you will see for yourself. Do you wanna know what will happen tomorrow?”

“Come on, man, it’s crap.”

“What’s crap? I’ll bet you a hundred bucks—”

“Is that what you borrowed the money for?”

“Mike, you won’t regret it. Give me a chance to prove it to you.”

“Okay,” Mike surrendered. “Let’s go, but you must be nimble. Jeff be nimble, Jeff be quick…”

After finishing their breakfast in the most expedient manner, they stopped at the nearest supermarket, where Jeff bought aluminum foil, and then they rushed to the three-story house where Jeff had residence. As they climbed upstairs to Jeff’s apartment, an unpleasant surprise awaited them. A heavy padlock hung on Jeff’s door.

“He’s evicted me,” Jeff whispered. And then he remembered,  “The machine!” he nearly screamed.

“Who’s evicted you?” Mike asked quietly.

“Stroom, my landlord. He promised to evict me today if I didn’t pay in the morning.”

“That’s not the way one gets evicted.” Mike was calm. “What’s his name again?”

“Stroom, Mr. Stroom.” Jeff’s eyes lit with hope.

“Where does he live?”

“Right below me, on the top floor,” Jeff answered.

“You’re on the top floor?”

“No, I’m in the attic,” Jeff said.

“He’s a funny guy,” Mike mumbled. “But you’re funny too,” he added.

He made a sign to Jeff, meaning “be quiet,” and went downstairs. Jeff heard him knocking at Mr. Stroom’s door, then Stroom’s steps, then the squeaky door opened.

“Mr. Stroom?” Jeff heard Mike’s voice.

“Yes.”

 “Are you the owner of this building?” 

“Yes.”

“There’s some strange incident happened with the apartment right above you. Someone put a huge padlock on the door, probably by accident. Do you have a crowbar I could borrow to remove it, by any chance?”

“Who are you?” Stroom inquired after a short pause.

“I am Mike Kelly. I’m just puzzled who could hang the thing on the attic door. Did you happen to see any suspicious activity around here?”  

“What suspicious activity? What are you talking about?”

“I am talking about the padlock. Someone put it on the attic door. Can you imagine if they did that to you? You couldn’t even get out to buy a pack of cigarettes and would be at your tenants’ mercy—”

“What cigarettes? I don’t smoke.” Stroom sounded irritated.

“You’re doing the right thing. Smoking is bad for you. That’s what the Surgeon General says. I hope you don’t drink either? No?”  

 “Who the hell are you?” Stroom was getting into a crescendo mode.

“I told you, I am Mike Kelly. I have to remove the padlock from the door—”

“Who the hell are you to remove padlocks? Police?”

“Not exactly, but we may need them here pretty soon. Do you know who placed it there?”

“I did!” Mr. Stroom went on the offensive, nearly screaming.   

“What a nice joke, Mr. Stroom.” Mike squeezed out a short laugh. “Would you please remove it.”

“Why should I? He owes me rent for three months. I don’t want him here any longer. I’m gonna evict him—”

“That’s perfectly fine, but your actions are wrong.”

“What actions?”

“It’s not a proper way to evict a tenant, even from an attic apartment. You have to go to court and tell the judge that your tenant from the attic apartment does not pay the rent and you want to evict him from the attic—”

“Who are you? A lawyer? What’s your business?”

“I am his friend and a witness to this unlawful action of yours, as you prevented him from entering his attic apartment. This apartment is his until the court agrees that you have the right to evict him and unless—”

“So I will go to court,” Stroom screamed.

“Court? Sure you will. But remember, my friend will go to court too and tell the judge about your behavior—”

“What behavior?”

“Your barricading of his property,” Mike continued.  “Besides, if my friend comes to court in a pair of pants torn to pieces, and it will be torn to pieces, because first of all, all his pants are locked up by you, and secondly, since he has nowhere to sleep, the only place remaining would be the city park, where he will have to fight stray dogs, pimps and robbers, so how do you expect his pants to be intact? So when he appears before a judge in such attire—you will regret that moment, Mr. Stroom. You will deeply regret it. Because our liberal system of justice never seeks to administer justice per se, but always seeks justice for the weak and hungry. And he will be hungry, I can assure you, because, on top of all the atrocities you’ve inflicted onto him, you’ve effectively deprived him of all the supplies he’s stocked for the tough times. You really have to start from there. You have to go to court to get the eviction order. Then you have to enforce it and—do I have to tell you that? Ask your lawyer. Do you have a lawyer? You’d better find one, he could tell you some stuff about your attic apartment too—”

“What do you want?” Stroom didn’t sound so aggressive after Mike’s tirade.

“Open the door, Mr. Stroom. We don’t want to make any trouble. Jeff just needs his apartment to be opened.” Mike was very convincing. “Besides, I know for a fact that he was going to pay you some money today. He’s an honest guy. If he owes you he’ll pay you.” 

Jeff heard some muttering, probably that was Stroom, then his door squeaked again, and an old, dry hardwood board produced a crackling sound as someone stepped on it.  Judging by the sound, Mike and Mr. Stroom began ascending the steps. They proceeded in total silence until Mr. Stroom turned to the flight leading to Jeff’s door and saw Jeff, standing on the last step, facing the procession of Stroom and Mike. It was unclear why, but Jeff’s appearance triggered some strange reaction in Mr. Stroom. He stopped and lowered his head like a charging bull. His face turned red and he roared, “Where is my money?”

“Jeff, please tell Mr. Stroom where his money is,” Mike said in the most pleasant way.

“I… don’t know—” Jeff mumbled in total confusion.

“You don’t know?” Mr. Stroom roared ever louder.

“To be on the safe side, you would be better off keeping your money in a bank. Then full accountability of your funds will be provided, as your deposit is guaranteed by the government—” Mike began, but Stroom ignored his investment advice.

“He doesn’t know.” Stroom turned to Mike. “And who does know?” he exclaimed rhetorically.

“I hope you didn’t deposit any funds with Jeff,” Mike inquired politely.

“Deposit? He owes me three months rent. Who will pay me his rent?”

“Jeff, why don’t you explain to Mr. Stroom who will pay him his rent,” Mike said to Jeff. 

“His rent, not my rent,” Stroom corrected Mike angrily.

“Now I don’t understand. If his rent is not your rent, who will pay your rent?”

“He must pay his rent. I pay my rent. Damn it, I don’t pay any rent, I collect rent. I have a lot of expenses I have to pay. You confused the hell out of me,” a perplexed Stroom shouted at Mike. 

“Mr. Stroom,” Jeff stumbled, looking at Stroom as a hypnotized rabbit at a snake. ”I gave you a hundred dollars in the morning and here’s another two hundred, so I will owe you for two months.” Jeff showed him the money. “I will pay you soon. I expect a job offer any day. Meanwhile, I’ll take a couple of small jobs to repay you—”

“I told you he’s a decent guy, Mr. Stroom,” Mike added.

Mr. Stroom shook his head and climbed upstairs. 

“He didn’t pay me for more than three months. If not for the friend of his who stole my cat and disappeared—” he began in a more conciliatory tone.

“What cat?” Mike interrupted him.

“My cat Luke, a Persian cat, this guy stole my cat and—”

“How did he manage to steal your cat, Mr. Stroom?” Mike seemed to be amazed.

“I don’t know how. I wasn’t home at the time he disappeared.”

“So how do you know it was the guy who took the cat?”

“What do think, it was the cat who took the guy?” 

“You never know. Cats are quite resourceful.” 

“What are you talking about? Okay, where’s the money?” Stroom reached the last step. He took the money from Jeff’s hand, counted it, took the padlock off and opened the door. The foiled wall readily reflected his face.

“What happened to my apartment?” Mr. Stroom started turning red again.

Mike stepped in front of him, closing the view of the room from Stroom. 

“Jeff, could you tell Mr. Stroom what happened to his apartment?” Mike pointed down as though to Stroom’s apartment.

“To his apartment.” Mr. Stroom pointed at Mike’s chest, since it blocked the doorway.

“What do you exactly mean, Mr. Stroom, by his apartment?” Mike pointed at his chest too.

“Why in the world did he foil the wall?”

“Oh, that. A birthday party.” Mike was extremely polite.

“What birthday? He does weird things to me. He sends these dizzy spells on me. Is that what he’s doing?” 

“No, Mr. Stroom. I can give you my word, he means no harm. A little birthday party, that’s it.”

“He has no money to pay his rent. Where did he get the money for the party?”

“Little pleasures cost not much, Mr. Stroom.”

“Next time you do it to me I’ll call the police.” Stroom turned to Jeff.

“Do what? A birthday party?” Mike inquired, pulling Jeff by his jacket sleeve in the direction of the doorway.

“No, the spells.” 

“He will do no harm, Mr. Stroom.” Mike managed to move Jeff behind his back into the room. “I can assure you. Have a nice day, Mr. Stroom.” He closed the door in front of Stroom.

“You’re a great negotiator,” Jeff said to Mike after Mr. Stroom’s steps and mumbling dissolved in the squeaky sound of his door.

“I take that as a compliment,” Mike replied and gave Jeff a smile. “What spells is he talking about? Are you into witchcraft?”

“Remember, I told you the machine produces a weird effect. It knocks you out for a short while, and he, obviously, felt it too, that’s why I am foiling it. Here.” Jeff put a roll of foil in Mike’s hands. “Go ahead, help me spread it.”

“Why do you think it will protect Stroom?”

“That’s physics. If you’re interested, I can tell you in great detail.”

“No, thanks. You’re the man. Let’s do it and test your Stroom again.” 

In another twenty minutes they finished foiling the room.    

“So, should we begin?” Mike asked acidly. “Any prerequisites? Something like a diaper?”

“Sit on the floor,” Jeff said. “It will save you a trip to the trauma unit.”

“All right.” Mike sat on the floor next to the apparatus. “Are you seeing the future yet?”

“Give me a moment to plug it in.” Jeff turned his attention to the preparations.

“Are we gonna see the same thing?” 

“Depends on where we will be tomorrow.” Jeff plugged it in.

“Already? What are you seeing? I’m seeing you, are you seeing me or yourself? From the inside out. Am I going to see from inside myself? Through what opening, by the way? Hope it’s not the anal one. That would be disgusting. I would prefer to—”

But the world will never know what Mike’s preferences were, because at that moment, with the words “let’s go,” Jeff turned the switch. The familiar flair lit the room for a second, and then both Jeff and Mike fell into the dark vacuum…

“Greenspan said efficient financial markets mitigate financial crises.” Jeff read the title of the article. “Who the hell is Greenspan, and why is it so important what he said?” he thought and continued reading, “Federal Reserve Bank Chairman Alan Greenspan said in his remarks before the 1999 Financial Markets Conference of the Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta that the Fed Reserve easing in the fall of 1998 after the Russian default was not the only factor in the dramatic restoration of the financial markets. In his speech, the Fed chairman stated that ‘commercial bank lending … in conjunction with Federal Reserve ease, were an adequate backstop to business financing, and the impact on the real economy of the capital market turmoil was blunted.’  Greenspan also mentioned—”

Mike stared at Jeff, the lower part of his body spread on the floor, the upper part resting on his elbows as though lying on a beach.  

“Who’s Greenspan?” Jeff asked. 

“Greenspan? Never mind. That—was—Paula,” Mike muttered.

 “Who’s Paula?” 

“She’s a waitress—in the restaurant I play— tonight.  Gee, that’s nice to know—” Mike groaned.

“What’s nice to know?”

“Jeff, if you’re right, I’m gonna be making love to her this time tomorrow in my bed.” Mike could still barely move his lips, speaking slowly.

“To Paula? Who’s she?” Jeff blushed.

“She’s a gorgeous blonde. She’s too cool to jump to bed. At least she plays it that way.” Mike’s speech was improving. “It’s nice to know, but it’s a tough price to pay. How long does it last, you say?”

“A minute or two. Mike, it’s ten in the morning. Do you mean you make love at ten in the morning?” Jeff blushed again.

“Jeff, you can make love to a girl like that any time.” Mike’s eyes shone. “If you saw that girl, you would have lost your virginity just by looking at her, man. You know, I’ve gotta go clean my room. It’s a mess. You don’t take chances with a girl like that.”

“What about your scores?” Jeff was amazed.

“What a predicament! I’d better do both, but love is more important.” Mike turned to Jeff.  “Look, man, if this trick is a hoax, I will be genuinely disappointed. I’m risking my job, my professional career, cleaning my room instead of preparing for the performance; and if the prize will be only the clean room, it’d be unfair. I hope you’re right, Jeffrodamus. If you are, we have to think about a proper application of your invention.” Mike stopped as though he thought of something important. “Yes, proper application. But first, let’s check if it works properly. I’ve got to go. I’ll call you tomorrow to let you know if you’re right. Take care.” Mike opened the door and stepped out.

“When will you call me tomorrow?” Jeff stepped outside too. “What time?”

“In the morning. As soon as I can, you know.” Mike blinked his eye. “So long.” He waved his hand. 

As he went down the stairway, the door to Mr. Stroom’s apartment opened, and it was obvious that he was waiting for Mike.

“Look, smart guy, your friend still owes me a lot of money—” he began.

“He will pay. Just give him some time,” Mike replied.

“Tell him he must pay me this week. And no noise at your party—” 

“You know, Mr. Stroom, I am still concerned about your cat,” Mike told him all of a sudden with no connection to the subject of the birthday party that apparently bothered Mr. Stroom. “What did you say his name was? Luke?” After receiving an assertive nod from the slightly surprised cat owner, he continued, “His fate troubles me deeply. How did you treat him? Did he eat well?”

“Who? The cat?” Mr. Stroom’s eyebrows moved up slightly.

“Of course, the cat. Do you think I care about that guy whom nobody knows. The cat. Did he ever complain to you about appetite loss? Or maybe insomnia?”

“Luke?” Mr. Stroom’s eyebrows moved to the middle of his forehead.

“Yes, if that’s his name.” Mike looked at Stroom with suspicion. “Did you ever abuse him in any way?”

“The cat?” Mr. Stroom raised his eyebrows so high that it seemed the skin on his forehead would burst and the eyebrows, unrestrained any longer, would slip to the back of his head. “Abuse?”

“There are different types of animal abuse,” Mike went on, completely ignoring the threat posed by Stroom’s eyebrows, “some of them so horrific that I don’t want to mention them. But the most common ones with cats are, for example, beating, hanging, strangling, mutilating and devouring the animal’s corpse—”

“What?” Mr. Stroom screamed. 

“What did you do to your cat?” Mike continued mercilessly. “I suspect that your story about the guy stealing you cat is a cover-up. It sounds like crap. Who in his right mind would abduct a cat? Total baloney. If that’s the case, I should report you for cruelty to animals—”

“What are you talking about? Are you crazy?”

“Mr. Stroom, I’m in a hurry now, so I can’t really run a thorough investigation—”

“Get out of here!” Mr. Stroom gained the upper ground. “Get out!” and he slammed the door before Mike.

Mike murmured something like, “These cat lovers,” and went on down the stairs. Jeff tittered, quietly stepped back into his room and closed the door soundlessly.
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