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Chapter 4.

Paper training.

Does anyone know how pleasant it is to wake up on your own as opposed to being awakened by your landlord who wants a rent payment from you? And then, to go back to sleep, knowing that you can get up whenever you want? It’s like something that has been lost and reacquired again. Like personal freedom, reacquired after a divorce. Or family life, reacquired in a second marriage. Or personal freedom, if you divorce again. Or family life…  No, we have to stop here, life is too short.

The telephone rang, waking Jeff. 

“Jeff, are you asleep?” Mike sounded a little surprised. “It’s after nine. Get up, man.” Mike was energetic as always. “I guess your landlord didn’t wake you up on time today. Little do landlords need for their satisfaction. Look, I want to see you later today. I have a pretty good idea I’d like to share with you. Meanwhile, you would do both of us a big favor if you get out there and buy a few newspapers, such as…” Mike gave him a short list of newspapers, “and read thoroughly all the stuff you can find related to the stock market. Are you with me?”

“Uh, no. What is it all about?” Jeff’s sleepy mind could not function yet.

“Just do it. When I see you you’ll find out. Got it?”

“Okay,” Jeff said, “when are you going to see me?”

“I’ll give you a call sometime in the afternoon, between two and three. All right?” Mike said and added, “Paula says hello. I’ll see you.”

Now Jeff woke up fully and recalled everything. So, Mike finally believed him. “He’s there with his Paula, that’s why he’s calling. But what is all this business with newspapers? He said he had an idea. Ah, the stock market. The stock market, that’s what he wants to do. Of course, if you know today what’s going to happen tomorrow, you could benefit from it in some way.”

Up until that moment, Jeff had very little understanding of the inner workings of stock markets. He just knew that the stock market was a place where people made a lot of money. Once he read about some mathematicians who developed theoretical models for trading stocks and later applied their research to computerized trading systems, and the companies that hired them profited from their work handsomely. Jeff liked the idea that scientists did work for the stock market, and since he considered himself a scientist, he wouldn’t mind working in that area, not at all. He just needed to be told what to do. And Mike would tell him; Mike knew everything.

Without further delay, Jeff went out to buy the recommended publications. In another fifteen minutes he lay on his bed, chewing crackers and looking through the papers. Stock market stories were in abundance. He tried reading something about some Dow who went up so many points, then about some NASA—no, NASDAQ—who also took some points. Then S&P—No, that was tough, it was some kind of special terminology; Mike would have to explain it to him.

He turned a page and saw some tables full of columns. That was much better. Tables had something to do with math. But the tables happened to be even tougher to understand. First, there was very little math involved except for numbers, most of which were in the form of fractions, but there were whole numbers too. Jeff noticed that the denominators of those fractions were all base two in various powers, mostly halves, quarters or eighths, but sixteenths were often present too, and rarely thirty-seconds. Once he even saw a sixty-fourth. So the numbers were fine. The headings were much more confusing. The main header said “New York Stock Exchange Issues.” That was clear. But the column headers were baffling. One said “Stock,” but the column contained three-letter symbols. “Could be symbol designations,” Jeff reasoned. High, low and last were self-explanatory.  But the further he went the more ambiguous the titles became. “Div,” “Yld,” and a completely mysterious “P/E”? That was puzzling. 

The next page revealed a few secrets though. A legend titled “Stock Tables Explained” heralded the page. So the P/E became clear, but new obstacles arose almost immediately. Another turn of a page spread seeds of confusion far and wide. It showed  “Preferred Stocks,” “NASDAQ National Market” and “Money Market Mutual Funds” as titles in different spots. Well, at least the NASDAQ word sounded familiar. So, it was a name of some market too.  But what the hell were those preferred stocks? Preferred by whom and to what? Who determined what those preferences were? And these strange funds—what funds, by the way?  Aha, mutual funds. There was Mutual of Omaha, he saw it somewhere. Or was it Mutual of Omaha Steaks?  Something like that.  And what was it called here again?  Mutual Markets of Omaha? No, this damn Omaha just got on his tongue. Total bullshit. Here—Money Market Mutual Funds. Don’t all markets deal with money? Grandpa Ted used to take his produce to a farmer market, and he always came back drunk, with money sticking out of his pockets. No, it was impossible to figure it out.

Being an honest worker, Jeff decided to read as much as he could, all these perplexing things notwithstanding. He skipped simple Mutual Funds (“Mike will explain all funds”), American Stock Exchange (“Another exchange, it’s okay”), NASDAQ Small Cap (“Is there a big cap too? Why do they cap only this NASA—whatever”), Options (“Well, everyone must have an option, to buy or not to buy—that is the—never mind”) and stopped at a promising heading.

“Bonds. What bonds?” Jeff thought, and his memory readily quoted from an interview manual, “You have to look straight into the interviewer’s eyes, but your overall appearance must be relaxed. This creates a bond between you and—” and the phrase went on.  “What kind of bonds do they create? It can’t be an interview bond.”

He had seen the trading floor a few times in news reports—it was a zoo. They didn’t stare into each other’s eyes—they stared at TV monitors. No, probably he had a wrong lead here too. “There are some savings bonds or something of the sort, who knows.”

Jeff turned another page and froze in total shock. “Futures”! Had someone else invented a time machine? No way. He would have heard of that. But what if someone stole Dan’s design and used it to venture into the future? 

“Well, let’s see—corn, soybeans, wheat—what is this crap? Coffee, cocoa? What the heck is that? Sugar, OJ—Who’s OJ?  Some decimal numbers, months’ abbreviations, Dec must be December, March—Wow! They can see that far. Wait, what’s that? 

“Pork bellies? Why only bellies? What are you supposed to do with the rest of the carcass?  Lean hogs? Who in the world would need a lean hog? Hogs must be fat. Maybe those are the hogs without bellies?  Live cattle? Well, cattle may be slaughtered, then it’s not live. No, that’s baloney.  Isn’t it weird? 

“And here—gold, silver, platinum, copper—so the price of gold in, say, February will be three hundred ten? Oh my God! They have it through the year 2006. No, that’s way too far, it must be a prediction. Yes, it’s a prediction, they can’t see into the future. Besides, nobody said a word about any sort of a time machine, and, knowing human predilection to fanfare about any trifle like an electric needle eggbeater, a time machine would have received such a publicity that the entire world would know.”

This last thought comforted Jeff greatly. He calmed down, and the only thing that still bothered him was some vague vision of a piggy bank in a shape of an elegantly slender hog with its opening not in its back, but for some reason, in its belly. No, he needed help with all this nonsense. Mike should explain all this stuff to him. The tables should be postponed. Let’s read some articles.

Jeff turned a couple of pages. One title caught his eye. 

“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 the protracted credit crunch in Japan while comparing it with the brief period during ‘our mild recession in 1991’ when American banks stopped lending.”

“That’s what I saw yesterday during the trip with Mike,” Jeff said to himself and stopped reading. “I didn’t get a single word of it. Let’s try it again.”

Jeff read the paragraph again.  “Okay, Greenspan is the chairman of a bank, Federal Reserve, sounds a bit military, Uncle Joe was in the Navy reserve, but never mind the name, Chase Manhattan sounds like a drinking party too. Now, he spoke in Atlanta, that’s fine. What’s the rest of the story?”

He read it again and gave up on it. It was a puzzle. Jeff was unable to figure it out without help.  

Having a few hours before Mike’s call, Jeff decided to spend time productively on what he knew and turned the apparatus on. By the time Mike called, he managed to do it a few times. First thing he noticed was the fact that the side effects were less severe than before. He attributed that to either getting accustomed to it or to the yet-unknown properties of the foil screening. Another important discovery he made was that the foil did work. It did not affect Mr. Stroom, or at least, didn’t affect him so strongly as it did the other day, since he didn’t come upstairs screaming. During those few excursions into the future, Jeff checked into his next day at different intervals, but all scenes took place in his room and were centered around the apparatus, so he learned only that no dramatic events awaited him tomorrow. Once he jumped right into the middle of his tomorrow’s session and the feelings he went through were somewhat unpleasant as he watched himself tomorrow, watching himself tomorrow, watching himself—well, he got lost in his tomorrows.

Mike called shortly after two in the afternoon. He said he just had a couple of hours, inquired if Jeff had bought the papers, listened to the list of them to his full satisfaction and told Jeff he would be there soon. He really showed up soon enough. 

“So, what did you learn on your own? Is everything clear to you now?” Mike asked with irony. 

And pretty soon Jeff learned a lot of different things about stock markets and stocks. The mysterious mutual funds turned out to be a very simple thing to understand. The bonds and options with calls and puts were just a piece of cake, and the scary futures were simply commodities—

“What’s that?” 

“Corn is corn and wheat is wheat, raw materials, they all are called commodities. You buy a contract and they will deliver to you five thousand bushels of corn in a couple of months—“ 

“Why would we need so much corn?” 

“No, we don’t need it. Other people do. That’s why we look at stocks, not the futures.”

“Jeff, here’s the battle plan,” Mike said finally. 

Mike’s idea was simple and brilliant. Jeff would start every morning at about six by going out to buy the newspaper.  He would turn the apparatus on to get into the next morning while he would be reading tomorrow’s paper tomorrow, and at that time he would memorize or write down prices of certain stocks, the highs and the lows. Since tomorrow’s paper would contain today’s data, it meant that he, Jeff, would get today’s trading range numbers for that stock in the morning, before they even opened the markets and started trading. Thus, they, Mike and Jeff, would know in the morning exactly what to do during the day, at what price to buy and at what price to sell, the highs and the lows. Then after his, Jeff’s, session was over, he would read today’s paper to fulfil his actions he had watched the day before, and so day after day…  

The only problem—he would have to synchronize the timing of his sessions and his reading, since there would be a delay in his session-reading cycle. 

“The machine brings you twenty-four hours ahead, right? So let’s say you turn it on today at six, so tomorrow you will have to be reading at six. If the session lasts for five minutes, you will be watching yourself reading until 6:05 tomorrow. It means that tomorrow you will be able to turn the machine on only at 6:05 and watch yourself the day after for five minutes, or until 6:10. And the next day another five minutes, understand? And when it reaches one hour into the morning, you will have to start all over again, from six, and you will repeat the pattern for another whatever days—“ 

“Thirteen.”

“What thirteen?”

“Thirteen days.”

“Doesn’t matter, you’ll figure it out—“ 

“And the reading should be before, not after.” 

“Do as you please.”

They decided to begin tomorrow morning, and Jeff noticed that he wouldn’t need to buy the paper tomorrow, because today was over for what they needed it for. Okay. Tomorrow morning Mike would call him at quarter to six—

“Ten to six would be good enough.”

“Okay, ten to six, turn the device on and pick up the following stock symbols—here’s how to do that. Let’s call it paper training, ha-ha! Here’s the stock symbol, here’s the column, it says low, here’s high…”

After having a short course and taking an exam, Jeff asked Mike what he would do with the numbers. Mike said he would watch it for a couple of days, and if it actually worked, he’d try to make a few trades. He had a small brokerage account. “Then we’ll see what happens.”

“But why the stock market?”

“The first thing that came to mind was the lottery. But the lottery is too visible. You can win once, twice, three times—then they will start wondering how you can manage to be consistently precise. And if they find out, the game is over. It’s not as noticeable with stocks.” 

“But it’s a sure thing. You can grab a few million and use the money to do stocks.”

“But you put yourself in the spotlight. You could make much more money if you go unnoticed. Let’s leave the lottery as our last resort. We can do that anytime. It’s worth to put some time and effort into stocks. Take my word for it.” Mike paused. “Tell me something. How did you build this thing? How did you discover it?” Mike looked intrigued.

“It was actually Dan who discovered the gas. Remember, I had a roommate who was a chemist? He discovered this new substance, he called it an intermittent element—I can’t really tell you a lot about it because it was his field. He just wanted to run a series of experiments with it, and he needed my help to build the device—rather to make sure the electrical connections were fine and stuff like that—but the basic design was his. Then I was busy in college, and he, probably, tested the apparatus by himself—”

“Why probably?” Mike interrupted Jeff,  “You hadn’t participated in it at all?”

“No, I told you I was busy in college. I just noticed a couple of times that he started drinking—”

“Interesting,” Mike mumbled, “and he never told you anything about it?”

“He wasn’t talkative in general, and during the period right before his disappearance, he was totally inaccessible. He was ether drunk or asleep when I would come home. I asked him once how things were in college, and he didn’t answer at all. Then he disappeared—”

“Right, right, he disappeared. I remember you told me once. Wait a second, was that him that Stroom mentioned yesterday?”

“Yes.”

“So he disappeared with Stroom’s cat?”

“Yes, the cat disappeared too, but I don’t think Dan had anything to do with it. He didn’t really like cats. I think—”

“I think,” Mike paused, “I think,” he repeated with an air of utter importance, “he had a lot to do with it.” Mike’s eyes were scary. “I think he and the cat disappeared together and forever.” Mike finished in a sinister tone.

“What do you mean by that?” Jeff felt for a moment as though he were a part of a horror movie as shivers went down his spine.

“I mean what I said. The man and the cat disappeared thanks to the time machine. He was probably experimenting with the settings to see how far he would get and it took him to the point of no return.”

“You may be right.” Jeff turned to whisper. “There is a gauge to control the voltage,” he continued in a hoarse, nervous voice, “and it’s pretty close to the bottom of the range. It’s possible that by changing it one could achieve a much further excursion. I will try it now—”   

“Don’t get carried away,” Mike interrupted him with alarm. “You may end up getting into a fifth dimension of sorts and never come back, the same way as your friend. I would love to see you around, especially in light of such a great future, which we just designed. Promise me that you will do very little experimentation to calibrate this thing. And the experiments you do must be planned very carefully.” 

Jeff promised not to mess around with the gauge.

“So Stroom was just lucky not to be around that fateful day,” Mike continued, “or else nobody would bother you with silly demands for rent payments every morning.” Mike giggled. “On the other hand, your friend must be lucky too. Can you imagine having a cat and Stroom, traveling along with you to hell knows where! I wonder if he felt any of the side effects when Dan was testing it.”

“Most likely, he wasn’t around when Dan would do that. Dan used to sleep until noon. Stroom is usually out by midday,” Jeff answered.

“Good for him,” Mike dropped, “I guess he was off the hook yesterday—he didn’t say anything. It seems your protective cover works fine. What do you think?”

“He didn’t complain today either,” Jeff replied. “I ran it a few times today.”

“Don’t overdo it,” Mike said. “You don’t know if it’s dangerous. I think we are pretty much set for the near future. You just have to experiment with the timing a little bit. Try to move it an hour ahead or an hour back. And a schedule, you must make a session schedule, work on it. Another thing, try to write down the high and low numbers on a piece of paper, see if you could take it back with you, this will make our life easier. Now here’s the important part.” Mike lowered his voice. “You must keep quiet about the business. There could be too much interest in your machine. The longer we keep the secret, the better—”

“What kind of interest?” Jeff asked.

“What kind? All kinds. Some could be pretty dangerous. People would love to know what awaits them tomorrow. Big brokers would kill for that. Our government. Can you imagine if the CIA learned about it? It’s the best intelligence possible.” Mike’s eyes turned round as he continued. “All those people would love to keep it in total secrecy, so their adversaries don’t realize their plans are known. The most dangerous circumstance here is the fact that you’re in the know. They may try to keep you happy, but they may put you in the pose of a drinking horse and do to you, you know what.”

Mike looked at Jeff as if he wanted to see if Jeff was aware of what they could do to him.

“And when it comes to the CIA,” Mike went on, “you could end up with a hole in your head.”

“What hole?”

“Come on, Jeff, a little bullet-size hole, you know. I learned things like that in school. What school did you go to?” Mike inquired.

“I went to a different school. I’m from the Midwest.”

“The country I came from is called the Midwest,” Mike sang quietly, imitating the singer very well.   

“Yeah, I’ve heard every single record of his. My parents love Dylan—”

“Well, now even your parents should not know your secret. You must never mention the time machine to anyone. I will do all the talking if need be. Do you understand me? It’s that serious.”

Jeff nodded. The story with the bullet hole wasn’t to his liking at all.

The rest of the day, Jeff spent in preparations for tomorrow, practicing in locating the stock symbols Mike gave him, writing down the numbers, preparing the sessions’ schedule and so on.  

30

