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Chapter 5.

Not so easy, not so fast.

Mike called precisely at ten to six, but Jeff was already up. He’d awakened shortly after five and couldn’t sleep any longer. His sleep had been filled with nightmares. He wasn’t able to recall all details or the sequence of those dreams. His visions varied from Mike in a cowboy hat riding lean cattle, to James Bond shooting at him and running away with the apparatus. So Jeff’s awakening brought a relief to him. 

“Good morning, Mike,” he said into the phone, “I’m already up—”

“Yeah, I can’t sleep either,” Mike confessed. “It’s gonna be exciting. I’ll talk to you in half an hour.”

Jeff waited until six. He wrote the symbols on a sheet of paper, took a pen and turned the device on—

The first thing Jeff did upon return was looking at the paper. Yes! The paper was there, and all he’d written on it was there too. Perfect! He’d memorized the numbers just in case, but they were there, all written down on paper. When Mike called, Jeff dictated the numbers to him and told him of his new discovery. Mike said he was poised to make his own discovery as he intended to try Jeff’s data and do some trading. They agreed that Mike would call him at the end of the day and tell him of his results. Meanwhile, Jeff would do some tests of the machine; in particular, he would try to calibrate the device to extend or shorten the time leap into the future.

Jeff conducted six sessions during the day. He kept an accurate log of his experiments, writing down the time of the present and of the future, taking notes about details he perceived as useful, making comments about his assumptions to be verified later. At around five o’clock, Mike called.

“Are you still here? Haven’t escaped into the future?” he joked. “Be careful though,” Mike turned serious. “Remember your friend? For all practical purposes, we don’t need it to carry us further than twenty-four hours ahead. Did you have your dinner already?”

“I forgot,” Jeff confessed. “I’m too excited about all this stuff. Besides, the nauseous side effects don’t really make you hungry.”

“So leave it all behind and come over. My treat.”

At dinner, Mike told Jeff that he’d managed to trade off Jeff’s numbers. He had a small brokerage account where he held a junky stock and a little cash, about four hundred dollars. He bought one of the stocks from Jeff’s list close to the bottom, then sold it half way to its top, because another stock from the list approached the low and he bought it instead. That stock went up almost immediately after he got in, and literally within an hour he sold it at the top. Then he bought another one in the middle of its range and got out of it at the top pocketing a decent profit. All in all, he made a hundred-eighty on his initial four, clean, excluding the commissions. “That’s not bad at all, close to fifty percent, part of it is paying for the dinner.”  

So he sold that junky stock he’d held for years. 

“It will give me another three hundred bucks when it settles—“  

“What settles?” 

“That’s a technical term. The trade has to be settled in three days when they deliver the stock to the buyer and the cash to the seller.” 

“So, basically, if you made fifty percent on your investment today, then another fifty tomorrow and so on, you will double your money every two days, it’s a geometrical progression—“  

“What?” 

“It’s all math. To make it simple, a dollar becomes two in two days, two turns into four, four into eight, eight into sixteen and pretty soon you become rich.”  

“That would be nice, then we could share the profits.”

It lasted for three more days. Mike would call Jeff in the morning, Jeff would travel into the future. Mike would make a few trades. Not to spend all day calling his broker, he employed a new strategy of placing limit orders, to buy near the low and sell near the high. It worked like a charm. Then they would get together for dinner at night to discuss the day’s success and to fantasize about better times ahead. After the fourth day, Mike invited Jeff to an upscale restaurant where he told Jeff solemnly that his debt was forgiven, totally nullified, and, beginning tomorrow, Mike would start giving Jeff a third of his daily profits. 

“Why a third, not a half?” 

“First of all, the taxes take a bite. About a third, a little less. So the remaining two thirds will be practically two halves. Almost. And I risk his own money. But it’s for now only. Eventually, by the time I make my millions, you will be a millionaire too, Jeff.”

Days five and six brought a revelation. Not only may one win in the stock market, one may also lose. Mike got into a stock, which opened in the middle of its day’s range and went up to its high first. Then it went down, and Mike bought it, as his limit order kicked in at the low. The problem was that it never went back up, and the next day it fell down even more. So Mike lost almost all his profits. That night they met at a diner.

“That sucks. I got too complacent. It isn’t as simple as I thought,” he complained to Jeff.

“Still, it may be worth it. If you see it go up first, don’t buy it. Take the next one. If you watch it all the time, you could make a few hundred a day easy,” Jeff reasoned.

“Yeah, but how often do you have to call your broker? A stock can move on a dime, and you can miss the move just like that.” Mike clicked his fingers. “And while you watch one stock, your next one has already moved, so you don’t have a chance to trade at all, just waste your time.” Mike shook his head. “No, it’s not the right way. We are confined to the buy-first-then-sell pattern. If the high is hit before the low, we’re out of the game. We can’t do it alone. We need to find people who could sell short.”

“Sell what?” 

“Short-selling is a trading technique where people sell stock they don’t have. They just deliver it later. I’ll explain it to you in detail some other time. This way you can sell at the high or buy at the low at any time, whichever comes first.” 

“Why can’t you do that yourself?”

“You have to have a lot of money. Otherwise, they won’t allow you because your losses may be unlimited. Believe me, if I could do it I would. Anyway, we just have to find people with a lot of money and sell them our information. After all, it could be more profitable and less risky.”

“How do you plan on finding people like that?” Jeff asked.

“I have an idea,” Mike said. “You will have to go on with your daily research. Just keep it running. I have a friend who is a broker. I haven’t seen him for quite a while, but I’m sure he still remembers me. Tomorrow I’ll give him a call.”

The next day Mike called his friend. Then he called Jeff.  Mike briefly conveyed to him the conversation with Brad, the broker. The results weren’t that great.

“It’s hard to convince someone that you have a perfect system without explaining how this system operates,” Mike ended his speech. “I just gave it to him to try it, just to take a look. I think I will give it to him at no charge tomorrow too, and then we will have to start making some money.”

The second day of the free trial, as Mike put it, went as planned. But the third day, which was intended to mark the end of the trial period, didn’t make Mike’s hopes materialize. According to Mike, Brad reacted to Mike’s request for money as a joke. He said he didn’t make a penny out of it, he just watched it, and so far it worked. He said he didn’t know where Mike found such precise numbers, but a couple of days don’t really prove the system is valid. 

“It’s not gonna work,” Mike sounded disappointed. “We won’t sell it over the phone. Nobody would buy a few numbers without knowing who you are.”

“But you said you’re friends with Brad, he knows you,” Jeff exclaimed.

“I mean, figuratively speaking. It’s much better when you can show how confident you are,” Mike explained. “Otherwise, you’re like a telemarketer, a voice out of nowhere. One thing when you sell credit cards, your potential client doesn’t lose a cent. Here we want money for advanced information.” He looked at Jeff. “Literally speaking, advanced.”

“Well, what do you suggest?” Jeff looked puzzled.

“It must be marketed the real way, in person. Live demonstration. Running a presentation with charts and tables. Personal contact, friendly smiles, handshakes. We have to go there.”

“Go where?” Jeff got lost in Mike’s tirade. 

“New York, where else? That’s where the money is. The New York Stock Exchange isn’t called that just for the fun of it. It’s in New York.”

“Mike, but we will have to live some place there and eat something—”

“Give me another day. First, I’ll try to crack Brad to pay for it, though chances are slim. Then I’ll place a few calls to some old friends to make arrangements. We’ll see.”

The following day Jeff went on with his new routine. He ran a session in the morning, gave all numbers to Mike and made a couple of experiments. Since the bright prospects of quick enrichment had grown dimmer in the past few days, he began questioning the rightness of the way they had chosen. 

“Of course, Mike is right in assessing the value of the information we possess, but how correct is he in his assumption that his live presentation could clear the way for a successful marketing of our system?  The best way would be to trade off it first and then show the results, but Mike said it’s impossible to trade successfully with little money. He must know. “

Mike called him that night. They would go to New York tomorrow. Mike told him that he had to make work-related cancellations and find replacements whenever possible. He said he’d made arrangements with a friend who lived in Brooklyn. 

“The beauty of the situation is that the guy goes to work early in the morning and it will be perfect for us to run the machine. He rents a one-bedroom apartment, he lives there with his girlfriend, so we’ll have to sleep on the floor in the living room for a few days. It’s not first class accommodations, but it’s better than nothing. Hopefully, by then Brad will develop a taste for our work and we will get at least some money from him. By the way, how much money do you have left?” Mike asked. “We will need every penny.”

“About eighty bucks.”

“Not much. I could get about four hundred. The tickets will cost us some—but it could last us for a few days. It’s worth a try.”

Next morning during the session, Jeff found himself in someone’s apartment, near a window facing a red brick wall. He realized it must be his work place for the next few days. He said that to Mike. Mike’s reaction was muted, and he told Jeff to pack his things and wait for his call around noon. But Mike called in two hours and told Jeff to go to the bus station where Mike would be waiting with tickets for New York.

It took Jeff about an hour to get to the bus station. He boarded a city bus not far from his home and then made a transfer to another one. It was raining and Jeff was looking out of the bus window. The weather and the slow moving bus put Jeff into a philosophical mood.  Had he really broken the fourth dimension? He recalled his night dreams. That was funny—Mike riding a longhorn. It’s all because that newspaper reading. Lean cattle, pork bellies. What baloney! But why James Bond? Oh, was it because of the CIA talk? Must be. Mike made it sound really scary. Those guys were notorious for their bad attitude—actually, he’d never met them, all he knew about the CIA came from the college professors. They always were very much against the CIA. Dr. Adams, the history professor, once told how he had instigated student protests when they tried to recruit college graduates on campus. He called them murderers. He just said so. Not assassins, just murderers.  

Though Jeff remembered his Uncle Joe’s stories of his time in Vietnam. A few times he talked about his encounters with CIA people, and he always spoke of them with respect. And Uncle Joe was a very nice guy, so it was kind of controversial. 

The enduring rain and humming of the bus’s engine lulled Jeff. He sat back and let his imagination go wild.

“Anyway, Mike is right. The time machine could be of utter importance to them. What if they learned about it? They would invite Jeff in for he’s the only person in the world who knows how to use it. They bring him to the head of the CIA, the director, and he tells Jeff that the country needs his service and sacrifice. They send him to China to learn—but he doesn’t look oriental. All right, he goes for a plastic surgery to make him look Chinese—but he doesn’t want to look Chinese. Well, it can be reversed, another plastic surgery after his assignment is over—though it’s too many surgeries. Besides, China is pretty much James Bond stuff. 

“Okay, they send him to Iran, not much of a change in appearance required, just dye his hair like Lawrence of Arabia. No, that’s rubbish. He doesn’t speak the language, never mind. 

“They send him to Europe, to an undisclosed country. In fact, he arrives at the American embassy as a diplomat, a military attaché, and the apparatus is hidden in his attaché case. He goes to receptions and dinners and turns the device on to find out what the enemies plan to do. But he needs an assistant. They assign a beautiful blonde to help him out, her name’s Michelle. No, it’s too French—she’s Jane, a simple, but beautiful name. So they get in trouble, and Jeff is caught, they interrogate him, but he doesn’t say a word, so they torture him. They burn his skin with a red-hot iron rod. No, that’s an old trick. They drip sulfuric acid on his skin, but he just had an immunization shot against any acids. They are stunned. They take him to a special laboratory to test his skin, but he makes a spectacular escape. He doesn’t know how exactly he escapes yet, it doesn’t matter. When he returns to the embassy alive and well to everyone’s relief, Jane tells him they need to be transported out of the country. Their notoriety taken into account, they have to be shipped in a small container with diplomatic mail. To save space, they both are stripped down to tiny bikinis, almost naked. They’re packed into the container breast to breast, and on the way to the airport, she falls in love with him because he behaves like a real gentleman. As soon as they leave the airspace of the country, the stewardess releases them from the box and falls in love with—what’s Mike doing there with an umbrella? Who is he waving to? To him?”

Mike stood at the bus stop with his umbrella in his hand, waiting for Jeff. He waved to Jeff, stretched his arm and bowed mockingly when Jeff stepped out of the bus.

“Sir, allow me.” Mike tried to take the case from Jeff’s hands. “Ready for New York?”

Mike was excited. He spoke without stopping. He told Jeff the next bus would leave in thirty minutes, so Jeff came just in time; they would be in New York by evening, although it could take another hour or so to get to his friend in Brooklyn. 

They had a burger with fries for lunch and went to the bus gates for New York. Passengers had been boarding the bus. Mike handed in the tickets, and they climbed the bus steps. Jeff found two seats and opened the luggage bin.

“Nope.” Mike stopped Jeff’s attempt to put the apparatus into the bin. “Better safe than sorry. If you don’t want to hold it, I will. It’s better to keep an eye on it whenever possible.”

They sat comfortably and watched other passengers pass by. An elderly couple took the front seats. A pretty, young woman with a small boy passed through the aisle to the rear of the bus. A woman in a long tunic with her face fully veiled, followed by a man with Middle Eastern features wearing western-style clothes, attracted Mike’s attention. He looked at her eyes as though trying to see through her veil. Her long dress suggested she had a delicate, fragile figure. She gave Mike a fleeting look and moved on. The man said something to her in Arabic, and she took a seat a couple of rows behind Mike and Jeff. The man took the seat next to her. 

“Look at that woman,” Mike whispered to Jeff with frustration as the couple moved by. “How can you dress a woman like that? You can’t even see the tip of her nose. It’s atrocious.”

“Man, they are from a different culture. It’s normal in their society.”

“Don’t tell me that. The whole world must guess if she’s beautiful or not?” Mike put a grimace of outrage on his face. “Look at her eyes. They hint at incredible beauty and nobody can see it.  It’s a crime against humanity.”

“Mike, they just live like that. They probably think of you as a pervert when you wear shorts or walk in your swimsuit on a beach—”

“Why do you think their men are so sexually aggressive and have four, five wives?” Mike paid no heed to Jeff’s argument. “They don’t know what they bargain for until it’s too late and the deal is made. So after the wedding, you take off the paranja and discover that the woman is ugly and you need a replacement, another wife. Gee, it must be costly.” He looked at the couple again. “Yeah, it must be tough to be an Arab man,” he added. “How are you supposed to like a woman dressed like that? She looks like a medieval knight in full armor—all you can see are her eyes and eyebrows. How can it turn you on? ‘Wow! Look at the pupils of that one, ah!’ No, that’s not for me,” Mike concluded assertively.

Little by little, the bus filled with people. The line receded significantly, and, finally, the last passenger got in. The driver waited for a few minutes and took to the wheel. The bus steered out of the station, moved through city streets and entered a highway after making a couple of turns. The rain turned into drizzle. Low clouds moved in the direction opposite that of the bus, and it seemed that the clouds flew by. But the dull weather couldn’t affect Mike’s upbeat mood.

“Full bus. Must be a popular route,” he said. “New York is a crowded place. You will like it. It’s a tough city, but it’s the place to be when you have money—”

“We have no money.” Jeff had a sudden reality check. “Isn’t it too adventurous what we’re doing?”

“We have nothing to lose. We have no money now, but we will have lots of it and pretty soon. We will be millionaires, both of us.” Mike left no room for doubt. “All we need is to find someone interested in our data. I hope it’ll be Brad—he showed some interest. But if he doesn’t buy it, we will find somebody who will. It’s a gold mine. People with money could easily realize its potential.” Mike looked energetic, and Jeff felt good too. “Anyway, let’s think what we will do with our money,” Mike suggested. “Let’s say, we get twenty million each—”

“That’s a lot of money, Mike. It’s way too much,” Horror reflected in Jeff’s eyes.

“Oh man, give reins to your imagination. It will be more than that. Maybe not right away, but in a few years, numbers like this one will not frighten you any longer. So why not dream a little! Besides, dreams like this have practical use—by the time you could afford your dream, you will know already what you want.” Mike looked at Jeff and continued, “All right, let’s say you buy a house in Hawaii, blue ocean, palm trees—”

“I’ve never seen palm trees,” Jeff interrupted Mike’s fantasy. “Besides, I don’t like living in the summer year-round. I think it should be a normal winter with snow.”  

“Nobody’s saying you have to live there year-round. You can stay there for a couple of weeks around Christmas and then go anywhere you like. Because you’re rich. Say you buy another house in Vermont, on a small mountain lake—actually, with the lake.” Mike smiled—he obviously liked the idea of buying a lake. “Yeah, you buy the whole freakin’ area. In the morning you get in your private boat and sail in the middle of the lake. You anchor it and start fishing. And you don’t even have to buy a fishing license since the whole thing is yours—the lake with all the water and fish in it. And if a wild life inspector shows up by any chance, you can shoot him on the spot for trespassing—”

“Come on, Mike, you wouldn’t shoot an inspector for trespassing.”

“No, of course not. But it would be a nice thing to threaten him with your shotgun and keep him with his hands up in the air until police arrive to remove him.” Mike smiled sweetly. “And then you jump into your car—what’s your favorite car? Porsche? You jump into your Porsche and pass them on a small road doing seventy in a thirty-mile zone. They stop you and give you a ticket out of revenge, but you don’t care because your lawyer—no, your lawyers, they will have the charges dismissed anyway. It’s nothing to them. They handle such serious matters for you that they don’t bother with a traffic ticket, it goes straight to their aids, those little lawyers. So you’re invincible. What did I talk about before these damn lawyers? Oh yeah, your car. You’re going to your other house. It’s too cold in Vermont. Where’s your other house? California? Florida? Of course, you can fly there in your private jet, but you just want to go by car this time. You like driving, it’s your whim. Besides, you like seeing the country, staying in hotels in different places. While in California, you go to a fashion show to pick up a new girlfriend, another model—you don’t want to go to a fashion show? You don’t want a model? All right, so I will go instead of you, skip that…”

Mike’s fantasy continued for a while, and as he grew tired of the bus ride and his own chatting, he yawned and announced that he would take a nap for a couple of hours, which he took immediately, leaving Jeff alone with his thoughts. And thoughts were plentiful. First, Jeff thought of money. That would be nice to have a lot of money. Even if it wasn’t twenty million, as Mike put it, something like fifty thousand would be just great. Well, maybe eighty. Eighty grand would last him for a couple of years. He could look for a decent job meanwhile. Maybe something related to the apparatus. Then he could ask for a good salary since it was a unique thing, maybe seventy thousand, or maybe eighty, or even ninety a year. 

The idea of securing a good job made Jeff’s thoughts move in the same direction.

“Who could be interested in the machine?” he wondered. “The brokers, of course. They could trade off the information as Mike did, even better. 

“Who else?” he continued his mental job search. “Can it be used for medical purposes, to make a diagnosis, for example? Well, what’s the point of knowing today that you will be diagnosed with cancer tomorrow? You can’t prevent it, right? You can just say that’s what will happen, but you can’t change anything. You can just observe the future. So what’s the point of knowing you will die tomorrow? You can look a couple of days past your death, something like being worked on at a funeral home or carried to the cemetery inside the casket, but that’s no fun. No, it’s not a good idea. 

“Scientific research? What good does it do to learn today that you will discover a new elementary particle tomorrow, if you’ve already spent all your life looking for it? You can wait another day. 

“Meteorology could use it. Where a hurricane will strike? You can evacuate the entire area and prevent loss of life. Though they do it pretty good with the satellites too. 

“Who else could be interested in it? The military, the CIA, of course. They would definitely love to know what their adversaries will do tomorrow or in a couple of days. 

“On the other hand, does it matter to them what the enemy will do tomorrow if they will do it anyway? Yes, it does. You could prepare better for the event. Pearl Harbor wouldn’t have been so devastating if they’d known about it in advance. They could have removed all ships from the harbor, same as with the hurricane thing—you know it will happen, so get the hell out of there to minimize casualties. The Israelis would have paid through the nose for the apparatus. If they could alert everyone of a suicide attack in a particular place, and the terrorist came in to find himself all alone, and blew himself up out of frustration, that could end the whole jihad pretty quickly. Where is that Arab man, by the way?”

Jeff got on his knees, turned in his seat and looked back. The man wasn’t there. Only his woman was, and her face was now fully covered with the veil. Only now Jeff noticed that the rain had stopped, the sun was bright, and the scenery in the bus window had changed drastically. Instead of wet trees with yellow, red and greenish leaves standing on both sides of the highway, there was something like a beach, or maybe not a beach, but a desert rather. As far as the eye could see, there was sand. There was nothing else in sight but sand. The road turned into a narrow, one-lane highway. All in all, it was a little bit weird and didn’t fit any possible description of a road to New York City. 

Jeff decided to ask the bus driver of their whereabouts. He got up into the aisle and moved along the seats toward the driver’s cabin. When he approached it, one unusual circumstance attracted his attention. The glass partition of the cabin displayed a poster of a completely naked woman in a provocative pose with her face veiled. The poster was glued to the glass partition from the inside. The bus was a public place of sorts. Wasn’t it obscene to display pornography in a public place? Who could do something like that? 

Thinking of a potential perpetrator, Jeff leaned around the partition and froze with astonishment. In the driver’s seat sat the Arab man, but now he had a red fez on his head and a long tunic under his coat. For some strange reason, he’d attached red epaulettes to his coat’s shoulders. When he managed to change, Jeff didn’t know—he missed it altogether. The man looked like an Arab king whom Jeff saw once on a postage stamp. 

Puzzled by this bizarre comparison and by the fact that the Arab was now at the wheel, wearing his exotic clothing, Jeff turned to the elderly couple occupying the front seats for a possible explanation. Another surprise awaited him. Sandwiched in between the two elderly people was the bus driver. But what struck Jeff was the state all three of them were in. They were tied up with a rope and their mouths were sealed with pieces of wide duct tape. Now Jeff noticed that all passengers were tied up, their mouths taped. 

“Not to worry. Everything’s under control,” Jeff heard the voice of the Arab. “We’ll arrive on schedule.”

“Where are we?” a still baffled Jeff asked him.

“In the Holy Land,” was the short reply.

“In Palestine?” Jeff asked for a confirmation.

“We all have different holy lands,” the man said, evading the question.

“What do you mean ‘different lands’?”

“Depends on what god you believe in.” The Arab deviated from a straight answer again.

“Are we going to New York?” Jeff asked him with alarm.

“We’re going where we’re going,” he answered ambiguously.  

“We have to go to New York. We all have urgent business to attend to,” Jeff spoke on behalf of all passengers.

“Oh yeah? It seems nobody speaks of any business here.” The man slammed on the brakes. “As a matter of fact, nobody speaks at all except for you. I’m gonna conduct some urgent business with you too,” he said and pulled a curved sword from under his seat. “Step out! I’m gonna chop your head off.”

“What did I do wrong?” Jeff tried to argue in self-defense.

“You made this device to undermine the jihad? It’s terrorism,” the man shouted.

“I’ve always thought it was the other way around,” Jeff mumbled.

“The other way?” the man roared. “Out! I’m gonna spill your infidel blood into the sacred sands. Allah akbar!” And he raised his sword.

“You have no right. It’s against the UN conventions,” Jeff protested. “Let me go,” he screamed and his eyes caught sight of the naked veiled poster again. “Why did you place this porno poster here? It’s against your law,” Jeff bluffed.

“You no look in t’is way!” the Arab shouted with a suddenly appearing accent. “You must no look in my woman.”

“I didn’t know it was your woman,” Jeff moaned weakly, “I didn’t know—”

“Jeff, wake up, man.” Mike shook Jeff by his shoulder. Then he turned to the Arab and said, “You, don’t scream here. You scared my friend. I no look in your woman. Take her to a gynecologist for that. Nobody cares about your woman. Dressed her like it’s Halloween night. No wonder everyone on the entire highway is rubbernecking. There’s nothing to see anyway. Put all those sheets on her.”

“Who shit on her?” The Arab looked at Mike with fiery eyes. “Who shit? You shit?”

“Calm down. It’s no Middle East.” Mike rose to his feet and turned out to be about a foot taller than the Arab. “Just go back to your seat and shut up. You’re in America.”

Whether it was the timely reminder about his present geographical location or Mike’s obvious physical advantage remained unknown, but the man returned to his seat without argument, accompanied by curious looks of other passengers attracted by the commotion. 

“What a moron!” Mike said to Jeff quietly. “I just happened to look at his woman on my way to the bathroom and back, and it ignited his possessive instincts. It’s like going to an ethnographic museum for me, such an attraction.” Mike was aggravated. “Well, the only good thing is he woke you up. It’s almost time, we’re almost in the city. Did you have a good sleep?”   

The bus moved slowly inside a tunnel. Mike explained to Jeff that the tunnel goes under the Hudson; the tunnel is about two miles long; the rush hour is practically over, just residual traffic; they’d already crossed the border of New York State, it was somewhere in the middle of the tunnel, and as soon as they get out of it –“Oops! Here we are. Welcome to New York.”

Jeff had just a peek of the city, because the bus almost immediately moved into an opening in a building wall and rode through some tunnels, or corridors, or rather underground streets, passing other busses parked on both sides of those streets. Finally, the driver parked his bus too and the passengers began exiting. In a minute, Mike and Jeff walked through well-lit halls of the terminal, climbing stairs, riding escalators. 

New York met the friends with drizzle. Tiny droplets of water floated in the air, creating glimmering luminescence around car lights, street lamps, neon signs, any sources of light. And light was everywhere. Jeff was mesmerized by its abundance. It was so bright, one could hardly admit it was night. They walked down the street, and Jeff looked around with great interest. Mike stopped in front of a store with an “Adult Movies” sign in its window.

“It used to be a nice whorehouse here,” he told Jeff. “Just wait for me for a second, I’ll go ask inside for future references. Since we’re here anyway.”

Mike went inside. Jeff stood in front of the store, looking at people passing by. A black fellow in a black leather jacket looked at Jeff questioningly and hissed like a snake, “shish-shish-shish.” Another one, a tall Hispanic guy, inquired intimately if Jeff needed some babes. Jeff misheard him at first, and, instead of babes, he decided he was offered babies, which triggered an association with missing children in him. Then he realized his mistake, but turned the proposal down anyway. After that, different individuals offered him, in gradual succession, a watch, a gold chain, some babies, this time definitely babies, but either beanie or bikini, Jeff couldn’t figure it out—then a palm camcorder, a handgun, and a choice of coke or weed. Feeling thirsty, Jeff asked about coke, but the peddler demanded such an exorbitant price for it that Jeff just waved his arms in denial. Those New York prices! 

“Pot?” the man suggested then. 

“No, I’d rather have a can,” Jeff replied.

The man looked at Jeff strangely and repeated the word “pot” a few times, but Jeff declined to negotiate any further. The man walked away. Still outraged with this obnoxious rip-off artist, Jeff tried to figure out what could be the link between coke and pottery, but seeing no connection other than storage of liquids, he got puzzled over this perverted way of selling soft drinks. Really weird. 

“Lookin’ to have some fun?” Jeff heard a female voice.

He turned in the direction on the voice and saw a tall, chubby blonde with heavy make-up, wearing a short black jacket with glitters, a scarlet bathing suite and black pantyhose. Complementing her unusual outfit were a scarlet ribbon tied into an extravagant bow in her hair, huge circular white-metal earrings and black shoes with exaggeratedly high soles and heels.

“One shot or all night, reason’ble pay,” the woman said and put something vaguely resembling a smile on her face, which revealed a net of wrinkles otherwise hidden by her make-up.  

“What exactly do you mean?” Jeff experienced an attack of a paralyzing fear and his soul filled with a desire to run away from this place. 

“Your place or mine? If yours and far from Manhat’n—all night.” She pulled a pack of cigarettes out of her pocket and lit up. “Only two hunr’d.”

“That’s too much money.” Jeff mumbled, and a wave of icy shivers ran down his spine.

“I can give you a quick blow for fifty,” the woman offered.

“I don’t understand.” Jeff confessed, as some images loosely associated with boxing drifted in his mind.

“D’ you speak English? Whe’ you from?” she asked with slight amazement.

“Get lost, you slut!” Mike suddenly appeared at the doorway of the store. “Get outa here!”  he shouted at her. 

The woman stepped back and looked at him. Mike checked if Jeff still held the apparatus in his hand and said to the woman. “Do you know where the whorehouse moved?”

“You’re a cop?” she asked.

“As much as you are,” Mike told her and turned to Jeff. “All right, let’s go.” They walked toward a subway station.

During the subway ride, Jeff spent most of his time contemplating his encounter with the prostitute. The dark subway tunnels depressed him, and disturbing memories bothered him in spite of Mike’s attempts to dissuade him from his unhappy thoughts. Only when the subway train got out of the tunnel and rumbled on the raised steel bridges and platforms, and when Jeff saw the shimmering lights of Brooklyn, the magnificent view of the city dispelled his gloomy mood. He looked out the window, and pointing in different directions, he asked Mike about silhouettes of dark buildings, neon signs and what appeared to be a suspension bridge hanging far in the distance. At first, Mike tried to follow Jeff’s requests, but finally he waved his hand wearily and dropped a brief, “Brooklyn,” thus finishing the nightly tour of the city. In half an hour they arrived at their destination. 

They walked down the subway stairs and found themselves on the corner of two busy streets. Mike asked a man for directions and they moved on. The building they were looking for was located in the middle of the block. It was a six-story dark-brick apartment building. They walked into the lobby and Mike pressed the elevator button. They waited for a couple of minutes, but the elevator didn’t arrive.

“Let’s take a walk,” Mike suggested. “Will be faster.”

They went up to the fifth floor and walked down the hall, looking at apartment numbers on the doors.

“Five-fourteen. Right here,” Mike said and rang the bell.

A tall, blond guy with long hair and a pretty big nose opened the door, and with a smile, he shook hands with Mike, tapping him on the shoulder with his other hand.

“How are you, man? Long time no see,” he greeted Mike. “Come on in. How was your trip? I’m Jim,” he shook hands with Jeff.

They walked into a small foyer where they took their jackets off. Jim said he was waiting for them to have dinner together and they proceeded to the kitchen. On their way, Jim showed them the living room where they would be sleeping on the floor. He apologized for the modest accommodations and said he had a couple of sleeping bags, not too comfortable, but manageable. They passed a small bedroom and entered the kitchen. Jim introduced them to his girlfriend Susan, who was putting dinner on the table. She was a fairly tall, well-built blonde, quite attractive. Mike gave her a lovely smile.

“So what are you doing lately?” Jim asked Mike when they sat at the table and opened a beer. “How long since you moved out of the city? Six years?”

“Yeah, six—or five—about that.” Mike wrinkled his forehead. “I’m playing music. Still playing.”

“You’re playing with a band?” Jim turned his head toward Mike, and Jeff noted to himself that Jim’s nose profile drew a similarity with a bold eagle.

“Different bands, man. I do it professionally.” Mike answered reluctantly.

“Professionally meaning unprofessionally? Restaurants and bars?” Jim asked sarcastically.

“Whoever pays me for my music. I try to do serious stuff, like jazz, but if money comes from other places, I take it, man.”

“So you gave up basically?”

“Well, I just became a pragmatist.” Mike shrugged his shoulders. “You have to eat sometimes too.”

“So you prefer to play in front of people who have no clue what real music is, who just came there to eat a little, and your playing helps them digest the food?”

“Jim, not that I prefer. It pays my bills. Of course, I would rather play real stuff, but I lost faith in it—rather, not in music, but in achieving success. We were trying to do in the mid-nineties what people did twenty-five years before us, when we were just born. Nobody listens to serious rock today, nobody needs it.”

“Some people still do.” Jim finished his beer and reached for another bottle. “And some people still play it.”

“You remember that summer, when we had no money and couldn’t find no work in any bar or club? It was tough, it really killed my dream. You can’t go on like that. It requires total dedication from you, so you can’t do nothing else, but you can’t play for long if you starve…” irritating notes flecked Mike’s voice. “You can play for your own pleasure only if you’re rich. Otherwise, you have to get some income from it.”

“You may be right.” Jim sighed and opened another beer. “I feel the same way sometimes too. I just decided to give it another three years, and if it goes nowhere, so be it.”

“You’re still managing the same band?” Mike asked him after a short silence.

“The same only in name. I’m the only founding member. Guys left one by one. John was last to go. He left a little over a year ago. He really suffered. I tried to support him for a while, but he couldn’t take it any longer. He went to the Midwest.” Jim took to his beer again.

“And how do you support yourself? Apartment, girlfriend?” 

“Oh, I’m fine. I work as an orderly in a nursing home. It’s a union job, steady and well paid. The job’s shitty, but the good part is I’m working the morning shift, start at seven and free by four. So I can go play with the guys at night. Just have to get up early, that’s all” Jim looked at Mike, then at Jeff, then at Mike again. “And what’s the reason for your visit?” he asked.

“Well, Jeff’s a physicist. He built a medical device, and we want to try to market it. Could make good money.”

“But that has nothing to do with music at all.”

“It has a lot to do with it. When I get money, I can play whatever I want and whenever I want.” Mike made a gesture meaning that it was time to change the subject, and he did. “Now, tell me better, where did you meet such a beautiful girl?” He turned toward Susan.  

“We decided to add some vocals to our line-up to make it a bit more commercial. So she came for an audition. The idea was later abandoned, and she couldn’t sing our stuff anyway,” Jim explained.

“Oh man, you like those auditions. I bet you placed an ad looking for a female singer,” Mike teased Jim.

“I wish I could afford placing ads just to find girlfriends. But I did love her eyes. Just look at those eyes,” Jim said with some irony in his voice. 

“Well, I can see that.” Mike looked at Susan with a smile. “So you’re a singer?” he asked her.

“Yeah. I sing.” she answered smiling back to him. “Jim just told you so.” 

“And what do you like most about him?” Mike asked Susan. “Let me guess. Must be his nose.” Mike giggled.

“Well…” Susan thought of something and said, “When Jim becomes famous, or rather right before he becomes famous, he will have to have plastic surgery to fix his nose, like Michael Jackson. That will have a much better sex appeal, good for record sales—” 

“That’s nice. So it’s not his nose. So what is it that you love in him?” Mike continued.

“He’s a great musician—”

“That’s professional, that doesn’t count. What do you do except for music?” Mike changed the subject. “Do you work anywhere?”

In another five minutes Mike learned that Susan worked as a waitress in a diner; that she started at eleven and worked through lunch and early dinner, came home to prepare a dinner for Jim and went with him to his rehearsals sometimes. Then Mike inquired where she’d come from, what her parents did, if she had any siblings. Mike seemed to be interested in all of Susan’s statistics and demographics. 

Susan answered in a clear, straight manner, mentioning all suitable details whenever appropriate. Mike, obviously, enjoyed her report, while Jeff listened to it with visible interest and Jim ignored it totally, sipping his beer and thinking of something. Then Mike and Jim spoke about music again, discussing some never-heard-of groups, bands and musicians, making vague references to some musical pieces and compositions, and their conversation became so esoteric that Jeff nearly fell asleep and Susan could hardly follow it either. Finally, Jim said it was time to go to bed, and they prepared for the night, unpacking sleeping bags and piling blankets on the floor.

The hardwood floor provided little comfort. It lived up to its name. It was really hard, the blankets notwithstanding. But it was warm and dry inside, much better than out on the street, Jeff reasoned. 

“So we have to coordinate our efforts for tomorrow,” Mike whispered. “Jim gets up early, that’s good. We will have to get up when he leaves. You will go for the paper. I think it fits your schedule still, doesn’t it?” After hearing a confirming sound from Jeff, Mike continued, “Then you’ll run the session, and if Susan wakes up by any chance, I’ll take care of her, so you won’t be disturbed. How does that sound to you?”

“It’s fine. What else are we gonna do tomorrow?” Jeff whispered in response.

“We will have to meet Brad in a coffee shop. He stops there every morning for breakfast, he said. So we’ll meet with him. I’ll introduce you to him so you’ll know your client, so to speak, and—”

A strange sound attracted Mike’s attention. He stopped and listened like a hunting dog. Jeff strained his hearing too and heard a weak moan. He felt a rhythmical vibration of the floor as though something was hitting the ground and seismic waves were spreading through the building. 

“An earthquake?” A scary thought ran through Jeff’s mind. “No, it cannot be. New York is not in the plate moving region or whatever, it’s California—“ 

Another, clearer moan reached Jeff’s ear, and this time it alerted him. The sound was coming out of the bedroom, or from the kitchen. No, from the bedroom. Another one. One more. Jeff noticed that the sounds coincided with the vibrations. It couldn’t be an earthquake, no way.

“Mike,” Jeff whispered, restraining his excitement. “Mike, are you asleep?”

“No, Jeff. It’s hard to sleep when such an earthquake is going on.” Mike sounded somewhat strange. 

“An earthquake?” Jeff was startled for a second as Mike’s words heightened his own concerns. “No, it can’t be an earthquake,” he said.

“Of course, it’s not, Jeff.” Now Mike sounded annoyed. “It’s the horse, man. The horse is drinking.”

“What horse?” Jeff was completely lost.

“The white horse with a blond mane and passion-red nails.”

“Horse with nails?” 

“Hooves. Doesn’t matter,” Mike’s whisper was cracking.

“Who would paint horse’s hooves?” Jeff’s confusion rose by the minute.

“Man, some horses were so good people gilt their hooves.” Mike produced a strange quacking sound and sat up on the floor in his sleeping bag. “No, that’s too much for me to bear. I’ve gotta visit the bathroom.”  

Realizing there must be some correlation between the moans, the hooves and Mike visiting the bathroom, Jeff made his last blunder.

“What are you gonna do there?” he asked in total perplexity. 

Mike turned his head and tried to look at Jeff in the relative darkness of the room. His answer bewildered Jeff even more.

“You know what the difference between meat and fish is?” he asked Jeff, then answered himself, “If you beat your fish, it dies.” Seeing no reaction from Jeff, Mike added, “It’s a joke, an old joke.”

After Mike left, the sounds stopped too. Jeff lay on his back, looking at the dark ceiling and thinking of horses, fishes, cows, and monkeys.
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