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Chapter 7.

Homeless in New York.

Jeff didn’t like Mike’s idea at all. Just changing the schedule was a sin for such a pedantic scientist as Jeff. Not to mention Mike’s real sin. That was outright bad. He felt guilty. After all, Jim was nice to them and Mike shouldn’t be fooling around with his girlfriend. 

All these thoughts ran though Jeff’s mind after he was awakened by Jim’s morning routine. Mike’s yawning in his sleeping bag made Jeff realize Mike was awake too. Jeff watched the dark brick wall through the window until the door closed behind Jim and Mike shook his shoulder. 

“It’s time,” Mike said. Jeff dressed while Mike pulled the device out of the case and placed it on the floor. When Jeff was ready, Mike nodded with a grin, rose to his feet, and proceeded to the bedroom right in his underwear. 

This upset Jeff, as he imagined poor Susan to be shocked by Mike’s outrageous appearance. Jeff pictured her closing her face with her hands in total shame. Then his mind eagerly painted Susan trying to throw herself out of the window with an expression of grief and horror on her face. Then Susan rhythmically hitting the bed headboard with Mike’s head. Then Susan, in an eighteenth-century nightgown, with a flintlock pistol pointed at Mike—no, that was crap. 

The familiar, rhythmical noise of pushed furniture was interrupted by Susan’s moaning, and Jeff looked at his watch. It was time to start the session.

As Jeff was about to turn the switch, he heard a key turning in the lock of the apartment door. “Robbers?” Jeff thought as he heard the door open, then someone walked inside, stopping for a second to take the key out of the lock. 

“Susan?” Jim appeared in the foyer. “Susan, I forgot to take—” He stumbled as he saw Jeff, sitting on the floor of the living room with his hands on the device. “What’s that?” he asked. “Where’s Mike?”

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

“You don’t know what? Where Mike is or what you’re doing there?” Jim looked at the apparatus with definite interest. “What’s this thing for?” He entered the room.

“It’s—it’s—a thing—” Jeff looked at his watch. He should have turned the device on fifteen, twenty seconds ago. “It’s intended to do—you know—”

“What does it do?” Jim frowned. “It’s intended to do what?”

Jeff could wait no more. It was almost a minute beyond the start of the intended session. He didn’t know what to do. He had no time to waste. The pink flare lit the room, and after a moment of darkness, Jeff was sitting on a bench next to Mike in an immense waiting room, something like an airport. They were reading the paper and—

As Jeff realized later, Jim had pulled the cord out of the outlet accidentally while falling on the floor. 

The device, deprived of energy, went off, with its flare fading slowly. Jim lay sprawled on the floor right in the doorway, with his head in the foyer and the rest of his body in the living room. He moaned weakly and raised his head just in time to see Mike walking out of the bedroom in his underwear. This unexpected vision made Jim rise to his knees and stare into the bedroom where he observed Susan rolling off the bed, completely naked. It was unclear what Jim’s thoughts were, but he jumped to his feet and glared at Jeff. 

“That’s what you do with this thing!” Jim yelled.

Jeff packed the tubes into the case. 

“You make everyone unconscious and then rape girls? Taking turns, I presume?” He turned to Mike who managed to slip past him into the living room and was already putting his clothes on. “That’s the medical device you’re gonna market?” Jim went on unopposed, looking at Mike. “The love machine? You’re testing it here? Brewing your magic potion? Shitheads!” Jim’s temper turned into a raging avalanche. “Out!” he roared, addressing both Mike and Jeff. “Out!”

Waiting for no more invitations to leave the premises, Mike pulled Jeff by his sleeve and put him right behind his back, as though shielding Jeff with his body from Jim’s wrath. Watching his infuriated host tensely, Mike slid past him through the doorway in the opposite direction now, still pulling Jeff along. They got to the foyer and grabbed their jackets from the closet. Mike glanced at Jeff to make sure he had the case with the apparatus with him, and they backed to the door, accompanied by Jim’s cursing.

As they hastily ran down the stairs and walked out of the door, a gust of cold, wet autumn wind still carrying drops of rain greeted them. They stopped in front of the building under a streetlight. Jeff put the case with the apparatus between his legs so his hands were free to zip his jacket. Mike zipped his too and pulled the hood over his head. It was still dark, and they looked like ghosts lit by the streetlight, which swayed slightly from side to side under the windblasts. 

Suddenly, a window on the fifth floor opened widely in a rather unusual way, as the upper half of it came slamming down. Sticking out of the opening up to his chest, Jim hollered, “Here’s your junk!” and threw down Mike’s backpack with both his hands from behind his head, his torso moving along, the way soccer players throw the ball into the field. It was hard to tell whether by accident or because Mike, standing in the spotlight, made a perfect target, but Jim sent his improvised missile straight at Mike. 

Receiving such a nice initial push and accelerating even further on its way to the ground, the backpack achieved significant speed and accumulated sufficient energy to rival a cannon ball in the final stages of its flight. And if Mike hadn’t jumped aside at the very last second, the consequences couldn’t have been difficult to predict, as the backpack hit the pavement with a sound characteristic of the fireworks bursts. To describe this moment fully, the backpack did not blow, did not crack, did not pop up—it burst up. 

It appeared as if it burst at all its seams simultaneously with all its contents flying out in different directions. Mike’s electric razor smashed into the streetlight pole and pieces of plastic, tiny wires and screws scattered on the wet sidewalk. A pair of blue jeans made a nice somersault and landed in the middle of the street in a pool of water and oily slime. Shirts, socks and underwear all followed suit and ended up on the asphalt, all absorbing dirt and getting filthy with unbelievable speed. Mike picked up a shirt, looked at it with disgust, and put it into a garbage can standing at the curbside. 

“So much for the luggage,” Mike said with a grimace. 

Somewhat shaken by the whole ordeal, Jeff looked at Mike, then looked up, then at Mike again, and up again.  Meanwhile, the window closed and Jim disappeared behind it.

“Waiting for him to throw out your backpack too?” Mike asked Jeff with venom. “I don’t think he will. Why don’t you go upstairs and ask for it?” 

Jeff remained silent. 

“Let’s go, man. There’s nothing else we can do here,” Mike said.

“What am I gonna do without my things?” Jeff was still troubled by the events.

“Well, the good thing is we have the device with us. That’s impossible to replace. The rest will fall into place. Let’s go. I don’t really want to see Jim as he goes to work again.”

“Where are we gonna go?” Jeff asked with unease.

“Let’s go to downtown and see Brad. We’ll think of something on the way. How much stuff did you manage to write down for him?”

“About a half.”

“That’s a bad way to start a custom service. We just bragged that we could do any stocks for him, and here we go with only a half on the very first day. Yeah, and we still need to read the paper.”

The morning rush hour was at full swing. The subway train was crowded and they had to stand, squeezed from all sides, for the entire ride downtown. When they finally got out of the subway, it was light. They walked a few already familiar blocks to the coffee shop where Brad had been waiting for them. Mike informed him that their situation changed, and they had no place to stay, and because of the stress they just couldn’t do all the stocks he’d given them. Brad made no comment, but it was obvious that he didn’t like it. Fearing he would take it as a marketing trick, Mike didn’t even mention money and switched to the unrelated subject of weather. After exchanging a few superficial phrases about rain and cold with Brad, Mike and Jeff left. 

“So where are we going to sleep tonight?” Jeff was concerned with their uncertainty. 

“Let’s see. We have very little money. Barely enough to buy food. So a hotel is out of the picture, we can’t afford it. We can’t sleep on the street either. It’s cold. What else?” Mike looked at Jeff.

“Do you have any other friends living in the city?” Jeff asked with alarm in his eyes.

“No. Jim is the only one left.”

“That wasn’t nice to sleep with his girlfriend. He’s your friend,” Jeff said with anguish.

“Maybe. Maybe it wasn’t nice. But as you noticed, she’s only his girlfriend. He used to be less apprehensive about women when I knew him in his better days.” Mike paused. “Besides, she’s nice and willing… Well, it’s too late now.” He grinned and grew silent.

“So what are we gonna do?” Jeff said and one could hear fear in his voice.

“There are homeless shelters, but that’s our last resort.” Mike looked at Jeff again and, seeing horror in his eyes, continued with a short laugh, “There is the subway system. There are a couple of train stations in the city—”

“How can you sleep in the train station?” Jeff was horrified indeed.

“Oh, it’s not that bad, believe me. It’s nothing great, but you can spend a couple of nights there,” Mike paused as if he thought of a better place to stay. “But if you prefer, we can check into a shelter. That’s our last resort, as I said. But if you really want to…” Mike paused again glancing at Jeff. “There is another opportunity,” he continued, “but you will have to be our representative here.”

“What is it?” 

“Church. We can go to a church and ask a priest to help us. They have shelters of their own or something like that.”

“Why should I be the speaker? Why can’t you do the talking?” Jeff didn’t look like a willing orator.  

“I’m not good at it. For some reason, priests don’t appreciate my sense of humor. I can never get along with them. Last time, a couple of years ago, I got into trouble at my sister’s wedding. She married a Jewish guy, so as a compromise, they invited both a priest and a rabbi. Those two fellows didn’t really have any love between them, but after I chatted with them for a while, the priest asked my sister to remove me from the chapel because the rabbi threatened to leave. The priest just happened to be a family friend. Otherwise, he would have left too. So I ended up in the smoking room for the entire ceremony. Well, are you up to the task?” Mike finished his story.  

“I can try. But I haven’t been to church for—”

“I haven’t been either.” 

“I don’t really feel comfortable asking—”

“Sleeping on a bench makes you feel more comfortable?”

“It’s like begging. Begging is a sin. I can’t.” Jeff looked at Mike with humility.

“It’s up to you. If you refuse, I wouldn’t even try because it will be in vain. It’s not a whim. I just can’t, not capable. Understand?”

The fear of a train station was definitely a big factor. After a brief discussion, Jeff agreed to go to a church, though his internal struggle was horrendous. They walked down the street looking for a suitable church, and they had plenty of choices. Jeff turned down a few for different reasons: either the size or color of the building was not right, or the steps were too high, or the sun didn’t light that side of the street. Then it turned out that it was a wrong street altogether. They took to a cross street and found a synagogue. “It’s even better, why should you care? You’re not Jewish. Try at least, could be a nice rehearsal.” 

Jeff continued his search, his uncomfortable feelings increasing. Mike noticed an Ethiopian church. “Come on, they are Christians too.” Finally, after zigzagging Manhattan for more than an hour, Jeff found his quiet sanctuary. The building was big, with Gothic-style ornaments. The solemn atmosphere inside its immense hall brought peace to Jeff’s tormented mind. He sat on a bench with his eyes closed, and at one moment, he imagined himself as a little boy on a visit to his grandfather, in a small country church—

“Here’s a priest,” Jeff heard Mike’s whisper. “Looks like a nice guy. Go ahead Jeff.”

The priest walked down the hall smiling peacefully. A hurricane of nervous thoughts ran through Jeff’s mind, as he had a sudden sensation of having a big part of his guts removed from his stomach by an invisible hand.  With an expression of a just-to-be-discovered-in-his-hiding criminal on his face, Jeff looked at the priest, caught a glimpse of his smile, and froze on the bench he sat on. Mike greeted the priest with a broad smile. The priest passed them by.  Mike touched a still petrified Jeff by his sleeve.

“Are you okay, man?” Mike whispered. “You’re not scared of priests and churches for some unholy reason, are you? You looked like a murderer standing on the gallows. Come on, there’s nothing wrong with asking.”

Mike went on talking to Jeff for a few more minutes, trying to calm him. They decided that Jeff would pick a priest by himself—he will choose whoever he liked, the one he felt comfortable with. The next priest was too grand for Jeff. Then about half an hour passed without any other priests showing up. Mike suggested that Jeff had to narrow his search, or else they would spend the upcoming night on the steps of the church. 

Just at that moment, another priest appeared from behind a column and proceeded towards the two friends. Mike slightly pushed his elbow into Jeff’s ribs, which meant “good luck.” The priest, a gray-haired man with glasses, approached the bench where they sat. His eye caught Jeff’s nervous grimace, and the priest stared at Jeff through his glasses and raised his eyebrows slightly. 

This circumstance shook Jeff’s confidence significantly, but he tried to regain his will power and, with an enormous effort, he raised his hand as if waving hello to the priest. But at the very last moment, when the priest nearly stopped next to him with the same expression of surprise on his face, Jeff raised his second hand, clung both palms together, and closed his eyes. 

“Look, Jeff, it’s more like a sacrilege than praying.” Mike was annoyed. “Open your eyes, man. Stop it. What scares you so much?”

“That priest was too serious.” Jeff’s voice shook. “The way he looked at me, you know. He suspected something bad.”

“You mean no harm. What are you talking about? What bad?”

“Begging is bad.”

“Look, Jeff, the only way out of here is to a train station. If you don’t do it, you know very well what the consequences will be. So it’s in your hands. Just tell me one way or the other so we can act accordingly.” 

Jeff opted for another try. He tried a yoga exercise to concentrate on his inner self and failed. Then he tried to convince himself that it was only normal to ask your neighbor for help. That worked to some degree. So he tried to enhance that feeling, and gradually he came to a conclusion that priests were the ones who should help as they always did, for centuries, for millenniums, healing lepers, attending to the wounded and dying, giving a piece of bread to the hungry, bringing a sip of water to the burned at the stake. Yes, and the whole idea was to help others when they were in need. So what was wrong with asking for help? Absolutely nothing. How many times did he help others? From his early years. When he helped that little red-haired guy Johnny—no, Jimmy—never mind, it was in kindergarten, when Jeff helped him pull his lunch bag from under the teacher who sat on it by accident. “Yeah, and later in first grade… Here comes a priest. He seems to have a lot of kindness in his face. He will help, definitely. All you need is ask. Ask what? No, beg, not ask. Begging is bad; it’s demeaning. Oh no, let him go. It’s impossible—“

“Excuse me, Father,” Mike said, rising to his feet, “Can we talk to you?”

“Yes.” The priest stopped and turned to Mike.

“Actually, he wants to talk to you.” Mike pointed in Jeff’s direction.

“Yes?” the priest turned to Jeff.

“I… I…” Jeff was paralyzed by this sudden turn of events. “I don’t…”

“He’s very shy, Father. You must be patient with him. He’s very nervous, you see.” Mike said.

“Please, calm down,” the priest said in the most soothing voice. “Something happened?”

“Yes,” The priest’s friendliness produced a pacifying effect on Jeff. “Yes, I have to tell you…” A wave of shame overran Jeff again. “No, I can’t,” he ended in total despair.

“Calm down, it’s all right.” The priest took Jeff’s hand in his. “Tell me what happened. You’re safe here. We will help you. Do you hear me?”

“Yes,” Jeff said with some confidence, as the priest’s convincing word found its way into his mind, “Yes, Father,” Jeff looked more and more normal. “I must tell you that—I have sinned.” Jeff finished in the most unpredictable way.

The priest looked at Jeff with some interest. For a second or two, he seemed to be thinking of something while his eyes studied Jeff’s face inquiringly. Then the priest bent his head toward Jeff. 

“Do you want to make confession?” he asked in a quiet voice.

“A confession? Oh yeah, I just want to confess my sins,” Jeff agreed with a momentary relief.

“Then we can’t do it right here. We have to go…” The priest turned his head as if he was looking where to take Jeff for a confidential chat. “And besides, I should find someone else to assist you, since I am in a hurry, I’m on my way to—”

“Oh, no,” Jeff interrupted him. “No, I didn’t mean the official—you know. I just want to tell you I’ve sinned. There’s nothing secret in it.”

“All right, so what was your sin then?” The priest turned to Jeff again and looked at him with surprise.

“I didn’t pay my rent,” Jeff blurted out.

“That’s not a good thing to do, but it’s not much of a sin either.” The priest smiled. “You will have to pay it eventually. How many payments did you miss?”

“Six,” Jeff lied. “Have no money. The landlord evicted me,” he added, wondering why he said that.

“Well, I am sorry to hear that,” the priest replied. “You will have to work it out with him. Something like a payment plan,” he said, and a sudden idea brightened his face. “Maybe we could help. Is he in our parish?”

“I don’t know what church he attends.”

“Well, what is your address?” the priest asked.

“One Microsoft Way,” Jeff answered nervously after a noticeable stumble.

“Microsoft Way? Doesn’t sound familiar. Is it in the city?”

“Yes. City of Redmond, Washington.” Another stumble.

“You mean, the State of Washington?” The priest looked puzzled, and after Jeff nodded assertively, he said, “How did you get here?” 

“Hitchhiked.”

“Hitchhiked? That’s quite a distance,” The priest seemed bewildered. “Well, it’s not my business, but what are you doing here?”

“Traveling,” Jeff answered, smiling timidly and pointing to Mike for some reason. “With a friend,” he clarified. “Going places. It’s a great city, you know—”

“Isn’t that a little silly? You have no money to pay the rent and you go on a journey like this?”

“That’s my other sin.” Jeff uttered. “I spent all my money on the trip. All the money I saved by not paying the rent—”

“What do you mean, ‘saved by not paying the rent’? So you did have the money, you just opted not to pay?” The priest raised his voice in obvious astonishment. “That’s pretty bad. That’s like stealing.”

“I know, Father. But what can I do now? It’s too late. The money is gone. I don’t know anybody here.”

“We could probably arrange a return for you,” the priest said after thinking for a moment.

“What kind of a return?” Jeff misunderstood.

“A return back home,” the priest replied while still thinking.

“Return where?” Jeff was surprised by the sudden turn of the conversation.

“Back home. Where did you say you’re from? City of Redson? That town in Washington State.”

“Oh no, Father. Thank you for your kindness, but that’s not necessary. There’s no way back. I just can’t—”

“Why can’t you? You just have to go back to your hometown and do whatever you did before. Just rent another apartment, and when you save enough money, pay your landlord what you owe him—”

“Oh no, Father, you don’t understand. I can’t go back.” Jeff had a wild look in his eyes. “I just can’t. The bridges are burnt.” 

“What bridges?”  

“All the bridges. It’s another sin of mine. I just can’t leave a bridge behind me,” Jeff began, but seeing growing amazement in the priest’s eyes, he changed his line. “I have this weird itch in my hands when I see a bridge. Just can’t resist the temptation to set it on fire.”

“A bridge? On fire?” The priest was baffled. “Are you a Catholic?” he asked.

“N-n-n-no, I’m a—Muslim.” Jeff looked scary. With his eyes wild and wandering, he resembled someone who escaped from a mental asylum.

We can only speculate how that entire situation would have resolved if it continued the way it did, if not for Mike, who kept completely silent up until that moment and now entered the conversation.

“You see, Father, he’s a recovering alcoholic and a drug addict—” Mike started, but Jeff interrupted his speech, slapping his hand on Mike’s chest.

In about ten minutes, the two friends sat on the granite slates of the flowerbed wall decorating the façade of a tall building. They were silent as they tried to catch their breath, an obvious sign of a recent sprint. Finally, Mike broke the silence, still breathing heavily.

“You started pretty good. You didn’t pay and got evicted. That was good.” Mike caught his breath at last. “You shouldn’t have spoken about Washington,” he continued analyzing Jeff’s performance. “You should have declined his offer to mediate with the landlord and asked him for a place to stay instead. That was a good hint that you’re a stranger here, but the priest just happened to be dumb. And never imply any criminal activity, no arson, no poisoning, no murder. Not even jokingly. That could really create a lot of trouble. A few more minutes of such confessions and I might be visiting you in a psychiatric institution. Other than that, you were great. Wanna try another one?” 

In the most categorical terms imaginable, Jeff refused to make another attempt. From his brief but powerful statement, which stylistics suffered from repetitions of unprintable obscenities, one could understand that it was all Mike’s fault; and that Mike was a sexually abused moron full of feces; and the sexually molested priest was a nice guy who was just trying to help; and the excremental address of Microsoft was the only thing that came to Jeff’s mind when the priest asked about the landlord, molested too. The entire speech was adorned by an anatomically flawed comparison of Mike with female genitals and Jeff’s promise to conduct a sexual act with him. The nature of the proposed encounter was difficult to determine. The former comparison implied that the intended act should be heterosexual, although Mike’s appearance suggested that Jeff was inclined to engage in homosexual conduct as well.    

Jeff’s revelations didn’t excite Mike at all. He listened to Jeff’s fiery monologue with a strange apathy, and after Jeff’s vocabulary fireworks ceased, Mike recommended taking a walk together to look for a suitable site to spend the upcoming night. There was no trace of sexual overtones in Mike’s proposal. Jeff met the offer without enthusiasm, but joined Mike anyway. In another half an hour, they were back to normal, chatting as if nothing had happened.   

Time was plentiful, and they decided to look at all available options. They inquired into a couple of hotels, but the prices were steep enough to leave them penniless in a few days. Since the prospects of immediate income were slim, they prudently rejected the idea of hotel accommodations. Their next stop was Central Park, which Jeff liked mostly as a place for a nice stroll. They checked into Grand Central Station, and Jeff found it a little hectic and dark. Penn Station looked more attractive for some reason. It was agreed to stay at Penn Station and turn on the apparatus at the station’s restroom around six in the morning. Hopefully, there would be not too many people there at that time. Meanwhile, they made a determination they would go for lunch and find something to amuse themselves with afterwards, until time came to go to sleep. Then they would return to the station and occupy a bench in its waiting hall.  

That last decision proved to be a costly mistake. When they appeared at the station ready for bed, all benches were already occupied. The demand outstripped the supply. People not only lay on the benches, sleepers were scattered on the floor in what would be perceived as low-traffic spots. 

“Live and learn,” Mike mumbled. “These folks must be veteran inhabitants of Penn Station. They probably grabbed their spots while we were having dinner.” Mike scanned the area. “Damn it, you must make a reservation for dinner with an overnight stay here. And bring your dinner with you.”

Finally, they noticed a vacant spot on the floor along the wall. It was quite chilly on the concrete slabs, so taking their jackets off was out of question. In lieu of other acceptable pillow substitute, the case with the apparatus was placed on the floor; Mike put his head on the outside half of the case, leaving Jeff the more comfortable half adjacent to the wall. After lying down on both sides of the case with their heads on it, and saying good night to each other, they closed their eyes and fell asleep almost instantaneously. 
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