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Chapter 6.

First day in the city.

The morning began early when the doors of the bedroom and the bathroom started squeaking and banging, as Jim moved back and forth, getting ready for his workday. Jeff lay on the floor, looking out the window at what appeared to be a brick wall of the adjacent building. Mike tried to keep his sleep for a few more minutes, but after Jim left, he sat on the floor and shook Jeff’s shoulder.

“Okay, man, time to go for the paper,” Mike whispered. “Let’s do it quick while Susan is asleep. In case she gets up, I’ll entertain her and you just go ahead with the device.” 

It was windy and wet. An overnight rain left little paddles on the pavement, and the remnants of rain clouds moved rapidly with the wind. Jeff looked around, turned to the left and proceeded to the intersection where he’d noticed a newspaper booth yesterday. On his way, he nearly stepped into a pile of dog’s feces (“Can’t be human,” flashed in his head), but he avoided it. 

All the way to the booth and back to the apartment with the paper in his hands, he thought about what kind of a dog it could be. First, he pictured a small hairy dog. “A Maltese? No, incompatible.” A Great Dane took its place. Yeah, that was more like it. A small, gray-haired, old lady held the dog’s leash. No, no good, the lady didn’t fit the picture. Then a Saint Bernard got on the scene. For some reason, Jeff’s vivid imagination put Mike, smoking a big cigar and wearing a suit and a tie, next to the dog. All right, here was the building. Why did he envision Mike with the dog? Weird.

On the fifth floor, Jeff pushed the door, which he had left unlocked, and walked inside. Still thinking of Mike with a dog, he was a little bit surprised to see Mike standing in the foyer talking with Susan, who leaned against the wall. They turned to Jeff as he opened the door. Mike waved to him and Susan smiled.

“Hey man, how was your morning walk?” Mike said and winked. He turned to Susan. “He’s an avid newspaper reader—can’t live without it.”

“Hi, Jeff,” Susan said.

“Good morning, Susan,” Jeff greeted her.

“You can go read your paper, and we’ll take care of the breakfast,” Mike said and winked again.

Jeff went into the living room. He had not much time left to turn the machine on. He pulled the case, opened it and began preparing the apparatus. Meanwhile, Mike continued his pleasant conversation he’d had with Susan before Jeff’s appearance.
“So, you said you met Jim about a year ago?” Mike said.

“Uh-huh,” Susan replied, “about a year. Little less than a year.” 

“And when did you move in together?”

“Why is that a concern of yours?” Susan laughed with a coquettish smile.

Mike stretched his arm, put his hand on the wall slightly above Susan’s shoulder, and leaned on it.

“I remember Jim always was a fast track guy. Just making sure he hasn’t lost his skills. I’d be surprised if you said he dated you for a few months—” 

“I couldn’t wait so long,” Susan said jokingly with a giggle. “Slow moving guys never strike my fancy—”

“So, the two of you are in the same league. That’s nice to hear.” Mike bent his arm at the elbow, and now he leaned on his elbow. 

That made his face move within close proximity of Susan’s face. In fact, so close, he could feel her breathe. He opened his mouth in an attempt to say something, but at that very moment, a pinkish light came from the living room. The next second Mike fell into the familiar darkness and then…

Susan moaned passionately as Mike made love to her. Her blond hair was scattered on the pillow. She looked at Mike and  said, “Oh, you’re so good,” and she put her hand— 

Mike and Susan sat on the floor staring at each other.

“What was that?” Susan said, breathing heavily.

“I don’t know,” Mike lied, “but it was nice.” He tried to catch his breath. “Wasn’t it?”

“That was—strange.” Susan looked confused.

“I think we’re wasting our time,” Mike suggested. “Would you like to go inside?” He nodded his head toward the bedroom door.

In another minute, Jeff, who’d already put the device into the case and looked through the paper, heard some rhythmical sounds coming from the bedroom as though someone was pushing a piece of furniture against the wall. Then, all of a sudden, he heard Susan moaning, the same way as last night.

“What’s wrong with that woman all the time?” Jeff thought for a moment. “She’s supposed to be making breakfast with Mike. What horse was he talking about yesterday? Isn’t it weird?”

Another weird thing was his future trip itself. He had seen both Mike and himself reading the paper tomorrow on the street, at the newspaper stand. It appeared that it was raining, as drops of water were hitting the paper from time to time. Why would they be outside in the rain? And now this furniture pushing. Strange.

He decided to wait until they call him in for breakfast. He didn’t have to wait long.  The commotion in the bedroom stopped, then he heard the door open and Mike’s voice coming from the kitchen. “Hey, Jeff, breakfast’s ready—or almost ready.”

They had scrambled eggs and a toast. Mike chatted with Susan all the time. He asked Jeff how the paper reading went. Jeff nodded and Mike went back to chatting with Susan. 

Twenty minutes later, Mike and Jeff rode a subway train downtown to meet Brad. Mike was quite upbeat. He told Jeff he still remembered the city quite well and tried to play a game of guessing the next station. When the train crossed a bridge over East River, Mike ran a little sightseeing tour for Jeff as he pointed to the Statue of Liberty showing green in the distance, the Twin Towers reaching the clouds, and the Empire State Building piercing the sky. 

After they got out of the subway, Mike informed Jeff that the street they faced was the famous Broadway. No theaters though, they were up there, but City Hall was on the left. They moved through the streets making a couple of turns until Mike found the coffee shop where they were supposed to meet Brad.   

When they walked inside, a dark-haired guy at one of the tables waved to Mike. As they approached him, he got up and stepped toward Mike. He was about as tall as Mike and well dressed. He smiled and looked straight their eyes, but there was something strange in his look, some tension, as if he were frightened. 

“Brad, how are you?” Mike shook hands with the guy and tapped him on the shoulder. “This is Jeff.”

“Nice meeting you.” Jeff shook hands with Brad.

“So, how have you been?” Mike was all smiles. “For how long haven’t we seen each other? Five years?”

“Six,” Brad answered. “I was out of college, looking for my first job. I ran into you on the street, remember?”

“Oh yeah. You’re right. I left the city shortly after. Have you seen anybody from the old school lately?”

“No. I haven’t been there for a while. No time.” Brad addressed both Mike and Jeff. “Do you want to order?”

“No, we had breakfast already, thanks,” Jeff answered for both of them. 

“Do you still collect stamps?” Mike asked, and without waiting for a reply, he turned to Jeff. “He sold me an exotic stamp for a dollar, and that was a lot of money then. But I wanted it so badly I would have paid even more. So we made a deal and chatted for a while, and he refunded me fifty cents. It turned out I got it for half the price.” Mike turned to Brad. “Why did you give me money back?”

“I just liked you,” Brad said. “Look, I’m in a hurry,” he added, “this is the only time I can be out of the office for the rest of the day. If you want to talk business, you’d better do it now.”

“Sure,” Mike turned serious. “Here’s the data for today. Jeff is the guy I told you about. He does the analysis. I verify the numbers and do the PR. You already had a chance to try it for a number of days to make sure it works fine. We would like to be paid for our research. Of course, we understand you still may have doubts, so we’re willing to give you a trial subscription for nominal pay, and after you test it thoroughly, we could get to our regular payment schedule—”

“And how much would that be?” Brad interrupted him.

“Well, first let’s agree in principle,” Mike said after a slight pause, “that we are entitled to be paid for income producing services.”

“Agree in principle, but disagree on the details.”

“What details in particular?”

“Big, respectable companies provide research at a much lower rate. Monthly rate, that is, not daily. Besides, they give you a trial period of a month or two or three, and on top of that—”

“How precise are they in their forecasts? All they tell you is ‘do this, and if it doesn’t work, do that, so you don’t lose too much money.’ We give you precise numbers. We tell you if you buy at this price and sell at that price, you get maximum profits. So what would you prefer—a system that has a slight chance of being correct at a little price or a more expensive but extremely precise trading tool?” Mike looked at Brad victoriously. “You get what you pay for.”

“Okay, how much do you want for it?”

“A hundred bucks a day for the trial period. It’s just a token pay. You could make ten times that—”

“Mike, that’s two grand a month, twenty-five grand a year! That’s an expensive research.”

“You can make ten times that if you use it fully.”

“You can’t guarantee it, can you?”

“I can give you any guarantee you want.”

“That’s not what I mean. You can’t post a bond to back it with money so I’ll be reimbursed if I lose money. I can’t trade on your word alone.”

“What are you trying to say, Brad?” Mike was irritated by Brad’s stubbornness.

“Just what I’ve already said. I want to test it to see if you deliver exactly what you promise—a hundred percent precision system.”

“Haven’t you noticed it yet? For how many days have we been providing you with exact numbers?”

“What if it doesn’t happen with today’s numbers? Or tomorrow’s? Do you see my point? If I try it for a month or so and you’re right on the money all the time, fine, it’s some kind of a proof. A few days doesn’t convince me that you’re right. Do you get it?”

“I hope you’re not trying to have a free ride. I hope you’re interested—”

“Don’t be a jerk. I wouldn’t be wasting my time with you if I wasn’t interested. As for the free ride, I haven’t traded off your numbers yet. It’s just too bizarre to assume that you can see into the future. So my understanding is that you use some kind of computations, some system to derive those numbers, and I want proof that your system works. You just can’t understand that you’re asking a lot of money for something that hasn’t proved itself—”

“Because I know it works.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because I just know.”

“Well, it’s something for you to know and for me to find out. I have to test it. And anybody in this situation would do the same.”

“But a month it’s just too long!”

“I don’t normally work with these stocks you gave me. I can just look at them from time to time, but I have to work with other stuff and I have no time to watch your stocks constantly.”

“What stocks do you want us to give you?”

“Can you do any others?” Brad showed definite interest in Mike’s words.

“We can do anything you want. Just give us the symbols.”

Brad took a napkin and wrote a few lines. He handed it to Mike, who looked at them, counted them. “Sixteen. Okay.”

“This may accelerate things somewhat,” Brad told him in a rather servile manner. “I trade these issues, so I watch them all day and I know them well.” He smiled and gave Mike that frightened look as though he was afraid that Mike would turn him down. “This could accelerate the evaluation process.”   

As they parted with Brad and walked back to the subway, Mike tried to argue his case with Jeff. But Jeff managed to convince him that Brad was absolutely right by refusing to dish out so much money for something he had no trust in. 

“You’re thinking this way because you know how we get the numbers. He doesn’t. He told you he thinks you perform some fancy computations. He has no idea you read tomorrow’s paper. Do you understand?” Jeff tried to explain to Mike.

“Well, you’re probably right—”

“Not probably. I am right. Try to put yourself in his shoes.” Jeff paused. “Why don’t you tell him? We can even show him—”

“You’re nuts. Remember, never discuss this with anybody. It’s dangerous. Just take my word for it. I’m not trying to scare you. It really is.” 

They stood in front of the subway station.

“Are we going back to Brooklyn?” Jeff asked.

“No, we have the whole day ahead of us. There’s nothing to do in Brooklyn now,” Mike said and glanced at Jeff. “Not right now, I mean.” He took a quick look at Jeff again, “Why don’t we take a little walk and I will show you the capital of the world? Or should I say, the financial capital of the world, which you’re destined to rule soon—”

“Come on, Mike. Your grandiloquence is groundless and ridiculous,” Jeff interrupted. 

“It may be grandiloquence, but it’s not ridiculous. And by no means is it groundless. When we have our plan rolling, people will seek your attention and advice, they will pay you tremendous amounts of money for it, you will be—”

“Can we just take a walk?” Jeff had no desire to listen to Mike’s gibberish.

“Sure. And a walk we’ll take. To my greatest disappointment, that’s all we can do for now. Though the day will come when there will be not a single thing in the world that you couldn’t afford. But let me show you around, my friend.”

The tour began at the municipal buildings complex, in front of which they stood. “The heart of the city’s bureaucratic machine,” as Mike introduced it. They went north. A few times Jeff noticed black guys in small white caps or multicolored funny-looking hats burning thin twigs, producing a strong pleasant smell. Mike joked that those were the magi, selling a surplus of frankincense and myrrh. Like the army sells surplus ammunition. “Do you think they have a surplus of nuclear arms?” 

At a busy intersection, Mike showed Jeff a triangular, ship-like building. Jeff liked it. It was a real standout, a construction shape adjustment for the street layout. The view was somewhat tainted by a huge commercial poster at the foot of the building that portrayed an athlete with the Olympic torch running in front of a huge box of cereal. For some reason, the box bore the Olympic emblem. The caption for the entire scene implied that the man was a champion and the box contained his breakfast.

 A few blocks farther, right on the corner, a man with loudspeakers spoke to a small group of people. Mike paid no heed to the lecturer, but Jeff overheard a phrase about the end of the world and told Mike he wanted to listen. Not much came out of it, because Mike said he didn’t care for the speaker one iota, and if Jeff stopped on every corner to listen to crazy jerks talking nonsense, they would wander through the city forever since entertainment like this was readily available and in great supply. 

At Mike’s insistence, they moved on, but Jeff managed to understand anyway that the end was near. This thought alarmed his imaginative mind, and he visualized the earth splitting open and the triangular building, followed by the cereal box, falling into the abyss, at the edge of which the preacher waved a torch of frankincense twigs. 

Next, Jeff’s attention was attracted by a couple of men playing cards on an improvised stand built of empty plastic paint cans. Mike’s sardonic remark that they were “the most reliable people in the world who could be entrusted with a small amount of cash for a short period of time” didn’t stop Jeff’s curiosity.  What really caught his eye was the speed, with which the men moved the cards on the round surface of the stand, trying to confuse the participants and hide the card they’d just showed. Jeff watched them for a minute and declared that he could find the desired card. 

“It’s a good thing you have no money now. And by the time you do have it, you’d better quit walking the streets and rather take a cab or a limo. It would be cheaper,” Mike told him.

Times Square impressed Jeff. He’d seen New Year celebrations on TV a few times, and standing on that legendary spot excited him. 

“Is that the NASDAQ?” he inquired, seeing the futuristic multi-panel commercial display. 

 “Yes, it’s the notorious NASDAQ you were born to conquer—” 

“Mike, why do you assign all those deeds to me alone to achieve? You’re as much of a conqueror as I am.”

“Natural modesty. I just thought you would be pleased to rip all the honors as the celebrated scientist who built the machine, who harnessed the beast of time…”

A quick detour into the side streets to see the famous Broadway theaters didn’t make an impression on Jeff. Even Mike’s pointing at a couple of them as the places where he’d played as a replacement musician a couple of times did not move Jeff. “We’ll put a plaque on the wall one day,” Jeff said, taking his turn for a sarcastic bite. 

Having noticed that high art didn’t affect Jeff, Mike turned back to the tour’s main venue. 

Central Park overwhelmed Jeff. He was completely taken by the blend of skyscrapers and nature, the unlikely combination of civilization and wilderness. A short journey through the park along its wet and sandy paths brought them to Fifth Avenue, where Jeff observed with great interest a few consulates of foreign countries. 

“Is that a Yugoslavian flag?” 

“Look at that building.”  

“Where? The one where the Yugoslavian consulate is?” 

“Never mind the consulate. Look at the building. Isn’t it great?”

As the next attraction, Mike offered to visit a museum. At first, Jeff declined his offer since there was something about arts in the museum’s name. But Mike told him it had a lot of historical artifacts as well, not just paintings, and for a man in his line of business it would be just natural to travel back in time, since he usually travels only in the opposite direction. 

At the cash register, Mike announced that they had only two quarters to pay for two tickets, and, to Jeff’s surprise, he was given two tickets. Amazing! But even more amazing were the museum’s exhibitions. The ancient world collections were excellent. An entire Egyptian temple was housed in a modern steel-and-glass pavilion. Roman and Greek sculptures, vases, helmets were in abundance. But most of all, Jeff was impressed with Mesopotamian bas-reliefs carved in black stone, and the medieval arms collection with knights in full armor, riding their armored horses. 

They went back to Brooklyn during the evening rush hour. As they rode in a packed train, Mike joked that the subway was literally the most breath-taking New York attraction. 

When they arrived at their destination, Mike suggested that they had to do a little shopping, since it would not be nice at all to live at Jim’s expense. They stopped at a supermarket to buy some food. 

“I have a little request for you. Could you start the session earlier tomorrow? The session first and then go for the paper?” Mike asked Jeff. “Just change the schedule a bit, will you?”

“Why is that?” Jeff was surprised.

“It’s easier for me to handle Susan in the beginning. She may not feel the side effects that way. Less things to explain—”

“What things? You lost me.”

“Jeff, you’re a dummy. When I just start making love to her, she’s too excited to notice the knockout. This morning I pretended not to know what it was, but if it happens tomorrow and the next day and so on, even an idiot would figure out there’s something weird—”

“You were making love to her?” Jeff suddenly realized the nature of the peculiar sounds in the bedroom.

The extremity of Jeff’s naivete amazed Mike. He didn’t say anything but just kept on looking at Jeff with a mix of surprise and curiosity.

“But she’s Jim’s girlfriend!” Jeff exclaimed finally.

“So what Does that ban her from love making?” Mike asked sarcastically. 

“But he’s your friend!” Jeff’s surprise manifested itself in yet another exclamation.   

“Look, Jeff,” Mike said calmly and seriously, obviously trying to end Jeff’s shouting. “There are a few factors at work here. First, she’s generally kindly disposed toward men, I didn’t seduce her, and I didn’t rape her. Second, she’s just a girlfriend, and I remember Jim when he didn’t mind sleeping with someone else’s girlfriends either. If I knew it would hurt him, I wouldn’t do that. Though if not me, someone else would take her to bed. Are you with me? Wake up, Jeff.” Mike shook Jeff’s shoulder. 

Jeff had that petrified gaze typical for people in a state of disbelief. Mike left him standing next to the shopping cart and proceeded to fill it with groceries. Jeff spent another minute thinking, and then pushed the cart behind Mike.

Jim and Susan were home. Jim said it was nice they’d bought stuff, but they shouldn’t worry next time, especially if it was tough with money. But it was very nice of them anyway. Two six-packs were of particular value, since Jim had no time to pick up beer on the way home and he was just about to go out to buy it. 

Mike and Jim talked about music. Jeff listened, trying to understand. Susan would say a word now and then, and Mike would respond to her with a compliment, and she would give him a coquettish smile. 

When they lay on the floor in sleeping bags, Jeff heard the noise coming from the bedroom again. Now he knew what it was, and his blunder with Mike irritated him slightly. Mike heard the sounds too, but made no comments this time. They lay quietly for a while.

“Don’t forget, you run the session first and go for the paper after that,” Mike reminded Jeff.

“I’ll remember,” Jeff grumbled. 
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