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Chapter 8.

Train stations can be fun.

It’s very uncomfortable sleeping on a concrete floor. Even if that floor is not that cold. Even if you have something under your head, something like a small suitcase. It’s no pleasure. It’s bad. But it’s even worse to wake up with your head on that concrete floor, especially when your head hits that floor suddenly and this is the main reason for you to wake up.

That was exactly what happened to Mike and Jeff as they opened their eyes and stared into each other’s face. They probably turned in their sleep face to face—that was fine—even upside down face-to-face. But that uncomfortable feeling when you slide off the pillow and bump your head into the side of the bed—wait a second, where was the apparatus?

This thought came to both of them simultaneously. The next moment they were on their feet looking for the case. It didn’t take long. A tall, skinny man strode away, carrying the apparatus case in his hand. Producing something of a hunting cry, Mike ran after the man. Jeff followed. The man switched gears from step to sprint. He was a couple of bench rows away, which he probably perceived as a safe distance, since running around benches would take some time. But Mike jumped over one row, so the distance between them decreased significantly.  The man noticed that rapid advance and went into full gallop.   

It was hard to tell how long the race would have lasted if not for Mike and Jeff’s screams, which already began waking up some sleepers and also attracted the attention of the local law enforcement.  A policeman appeared out of nowhere, running across the hall, and skillfully knocked the man on the ground and managed to handcuff him. Mike and Jeff caught up with them and Mike grabbed the case with the apparatus. 

“Hold on, guys. What’s that?” The policeman stopped Mike.

“He’s a thief. It’s ours,” Mike replied, breathing heavily.

“It’s fine. We’ll find it out whose stuff it is. You tell me what’s inside and we’ll check it out. You first.” He turned to the thief.

“It’s my stuff, my personal stuff,” the man mumbled.

“What exactly is inside?” the officer repeated.

“Games. Some money.”  

“Okay, now you?”

“Some tubes—” Mike still struggled to breathe.

“What tubes?”

“Glass tubes.”

“What glass tubes?” The officer looked at Mike with suspicion. “Let’s see.” He opened the case.

The tubes were intact. The pink capsule rested on the black velvet, glowing slightly.   

“Well, what’s this all about? What do you do with this thing, guys?” the policeman asked, growing more suspicious. 

“Medical device. It’s a medical device. We just made it and we want to sell it.” Mike’s breathing finally normalized. 

The policeman stared at the apparatus.

“I will have to take you down to the station,” the policeman said.

“We are at the station.” Mike put a surprised look on his face.

“I will have to take you to the police station to talk to a detective,” the policeman replied. “It’s some strange device, it must be investigated.”

“What do you mean investigated? We didn’t do any harm.”

“I can’t make that determination. This chemical thing could be anything. We are instructed to investigate anything suspicious. We’re on high alert for the Millennium celebrations. Even though you don’t look like terrorists, you must be investigated.” The officer closed the case and picked it up.

A police precinct never sleeps. The two friends were told to be seated and wait for the detective who was busy. Mike said they were in no rush, the detective could take his time, they understood, no problem, they could sit here and wait for the detective, it was just fine… 

Here Lady Luck smiled upon the two friends. Whether it was Mike’s willing cooperation or Jeff’s silent compliance—the policeman handed the case to Jeff and told him to present it to the detective when he’d call them in.  

“Can you take the capsule out?” Mike asked Jeff quietly.

“What capsule?” Jeff hadn’t switched from the detective talk yet.

“The gas capsule.”

“The pink capsule?”

“Yes, the pink capsule.”

“Yes, I can take it out.” Jeff finally caught up with Mike.

Mike looked around. They weren’t watched. He went on without turning his head.

“Okay, quietly open the box and pull the capsule out.” 

“You mean, disconnect it?” Jeff asked and thought, “Like in spy movies.”

“Call it anything you like, just take it out of the box. Put your hand inside. Can you feel it? Make sure it’s the capsule, all right? Take it out. Now, give it to me. Okay. Now, if you turn the thing on, what could happen? Yes, the device, I mean. Nothing?  No sparks of any kind?  What could happen if you put your finger between the contacts? Okay. No talking with the detective. If he asks you anything, just repeat what I say—”

The detective obviously followed Mike’s advice and really took his time. It was after five in the morning when he called the friends into his office.

“What procedure is your medical device supposed to perform?” The detective looked tired and irritated. 

“It’s a trade secret. We’d rather not talk about it—”

“Listen, I don’t have time for this game. If you don’t talk to me I will have to send you to detention. Then you go before the judge, and he will decide what to do with you. You have to prove to me that whatever you have in that box is not dangerous to others. Understand?”

“What do you mean dangerous?”

“Look, I don’t have time, I told you. If you don’t cooperate you will be detained—”

“But what do you mean by dangerous? If it’s a nuclear bomb?” Mike surrendered, sensing trouble. 

“Dangerous means dangerous. If it’s a chemical or biological weapon, for example.”

“Okay, this medical device is intended to remove hair from some parts of the human body.” Mike paused. “It could be a major player in the hair removal market.”

“Hair removal?” The detective seemed to be puzzled. “From what parts of the human body?”

“Whichever part you‘re able to stick into it. Women shave their legs, so we could do that instead of shaving. Or you may not like hair on your fingers. So we could take care of it. Wanna try?”

The detective turned the offer down and asked for a demonstration of the device, to make sure it didn’t cause any harm. Mike said the only harmful side effect they knew of was accelerated growth of hair in other parts of the body, sometimes undesirable parts. 

“Finger hair could re-grow on your forehead, for instance.”

“How do you know?”  

“Oh, we’ve run some experiments on mice.”  

“Mice are hairy creatures throughout—“  

“True, but if the tip of the tail becomes like a painter’s brush, you know.”  

“Well, you have to demonstrate it’s harmless.”  

“You don’t have any mice at the police station, do you?”  

“No, and even if we did, nobody would waste time catching them.” 

“Too bad. We can offer our services for free to some hairy policeman—“  

“What are you talking about? What hairy policeman?” 

“A volunteer. Take it while it’s free. The service will be expensive when it hits the market.”  

“Why are you so sure it will be popular?”  

“Popular? If we could only control the exact location of that hair relocation, we will get the Nobel Peace Prize for it.”  

“Why the Peace Prize?”  

“Why not? Should it be a Nobel Hair Prize in your opinion?”  

“Anyway, there’s no volunteer. You will have to demonstrate it on yourselves.”   


Mike tried to argue, but to no avail. The detective insisted on a live demonstration. They agreed upon trying it with Mike’s finger. Mike plugged the apparatus in, then moved his finger in and out between the tubes that had housed the capsule before Jeff removed it, and looked at the detective triumphantly. 

“So why didn’t your hair come out?” The detective showed some surprise with the results of the experiment.

“Oh, it doesn’t happen right away. The electric field affects the hair roots and the hair falls out one by one within the next three to seven days. The re-growth starts in another month,” Mike explained. “But as you can see, nobody’s hurt, nothing horrible happened, no harm was done.” 

That didn’t fully satisfy the detective’s curiosity as he tried to move different materials and objects, such as paper and a metal ruler, through the device, and having observed no harmful effects, he finally released Mike and Jeff.

“That was weird,” Mike told Jeff when they were back at Penn Station walking through the hall toward the restrooms. “We must avoid encounters like that one at all cost.”

“You mean the police?” Jeff asked.

“Nobody cares about the police. The police are here to protect you. The thieves, they are the danger. I have no idea how long we will have to use this hospitable place as our temporary home.” Mike looked at Jeff and added, “Now we have to run a session. We nearly missed the time with this detective,” Mike pushed the door and they walked into the station’s restroom.

What shocked them immediately was a full view of a man, standing in the middle of the restroom completely naked, with his arms behind his head, resembling the famous classical statue of a dying slave, but only in posture, not in shape. His shape would not fit an acceptable description; he was, should we say, shapeless. Complementing this unusual vision was a mop of uncombed hair, visibly in need of hygienic maintenance. The man was busy examining his armpits in the mirror that covered the restroom’s wall. He smoked either a cigarette or rather something like a small white cigar with a strong odor.  

With no further delay, Mike went on checking the toilet cabins by pushing their doors open one after another. One door didn’t open; the cabin was occupied. Mike's actions attracted the naked man’s attention.

“Did you guys come here to take a shit?” he asked in a friendly manner.

“Who shits so early in the morning?” Mike replied. “Besides, one would need some fuel for that, something like a late night dinner, and that’s hard to come by lately.”

The man seemed to be satisfied with the explanation, but responded in a rather unusual way. He opened his mouth widely, and so wide it was that Jeff feared for a moment that he would displace his lower jaw. In a good operatic voice, the nude sang, “Because the sky is blue.”  

Jeff and Mike stiffened. That did not bother the man a bit, and he informed his unwilling listeners that the fact about the blue sky normally made him cry and added, “ah-ah-ah-ah-ah-ah”. Seeing the effect his vocal feat had produced, the man opened his mouth even wider and his high-pitched vocals brought to the attention of early commuters, passing by the restrooms, that because the world was round it turned him on. 

That statement, evidently, cleared Mike's mind significantly, so he was able to shake off his sudden numbness and nodded to Jeff. “Go ahead.” 

Jeff put the case on the sink counter and opened it. He carefully took out the device and plugged it in. This inspired the naked singer to add to his already impressive spectrum of emotions another one, namely, that because the wind was high it blew his mind. This final revelation happened to be a self-inflicted prophecy and did blow the man's mind, as it turned out in a minute or so, though not because of the high wind, but because at that very moment Jeff clicked the switch and the wave of pinkish flare lit the room. 

But the return from the future occurred much faster than usual. The station’s restroom was ill-equipped for high-power experiments. The lights went off and fireworks exploded from the electrical outlet. 

Mike saved the situation by pulling the cord from the socket, and the restored light revealed the naked man, sitting on the floor in a state of total disarray. Mike and Jeff, also on the floor, stared at him. To complete the picture of this devastation, the door of the previously locked toilet cabin opened slowly and a black man of athletic proportions fell out and collapsed on the floor, his back on the tiles and eyes closed, right in front of the sitting singer. On his way to the floor, the athlete managed to pronounce a super long sentence, which cannot be reproduced here due to the intricacy of its structure and linguistic complexity.

Dead silence ensued, but it didn’t last long.

“You mother fuckers,” the naked man said in such a hoarse voice that it was hard to believe that just a minute ago he gave the best vocal performance Penn Station had heard in the past fifty years. “You mother fucker—” He switched to singular from plural for some reason, while still addressing both Mike and Jeff.  

This minor grammatical detail did not go unnoticed. Motionless up until this moment, the black athlete opened his eyes and looked straight at the naked man, which action proved once again that, his athleticism aside, he was very much into linguistics. 

The naked paid no attention to the linguist and continued with increasing aggressiveness, “You fuckin’ idiots! What did you do with that fuckin’ thing of yours? Shit! Damn bastards!” His vocal chords ran the gamut of timbre from hoarse to treble.  

 “Fuck off!” Mike snapped at the singer, simultaneously putting the device back into the case and closing the lid. “Shut up, you fuckin’ Caruso!”

It was hard to tell why this flattering for any vocalist comparison infuriated the naked singer, but he suddenly jumped to his feet and moved toward Mike, trying to step over the prostrated athlete. At that moment, the athlete rolled on his stomach and, in the most frightening voice, screamed, “Help!” The nude did not expect the sudden redeployment of the otherwise motionless body. He tripped over it and his entire weight fell down on the helpless athlete. 

Mike grabbed the immobilized Jeff with his left hand, the case with his right and rushed out of the restroom.

In another five minutes, they were seen quite far from the restrooms, drinking water from a fountain. They took turns at the fountain and drank with such gusto as if they hadn’t seen water for at least a week. And it was clear that, if they were allowed to go on like that for another hour, dehydration of the whole of Penn Station could be at hand.    

“So we have nothing to show Brad.” Mike stressed the word “nothing.” “It’s hard to sell nothing.”

They walked to the coffee shop where they met Brad. When he heard there was no data for today at all, Brad was very displeased. Mike’s argument that it was impossible to show good results when you have to sleep in Penn Station didn’t impress Brad at all.

“Look, Mike, do you know how many people offer me new trading systems every day? So far you have been very inconsistent in supplying the data, so what do you want to be paid for?”

“But it was consistently right, wasn’t it? Whenever we have more or less normal living conditions, we can work. Did you ever sleep in a train station?” Mike was irritated. “Now let’s stop this free trial business, we just can’t afford to live like that.”

“What do you suggest?” Brad sounded irritated too.

“You will pay us for the research we provide—”

“But I can’t pay for something that hasn’t proven itself.”

“Brad, you will pay us at the end of the day if we are correct in the morning. We just have to eat too.”

“No, I can’t. I still have to test it.”

The rest of the day was uneventful. Mike and Jeff went to Central Park, and since it was not that cold, they slept on a park bench taking turns, one at a time. They had a couple of hotdogs for dinner and decided to take a walk before going to Grand Central Station for the night. They planned to take a nap, one at a time again, until four in the morning, and then visit the station’s restrooms early. Jeff would make some adjustments to the apparatus’s settings so they could run it twenty-six hours ahead to hit six in the morning of the following day.  After discussing all details, they decided to take a walk to spend some time. Whether it was that leisurely walk or fresh air, Mike couldn’t explain, but all of a sudden, a great idea came to his mind.

“Jeff, could the apparatus work from a car battery?” he asked.

“If I readjust the connections to bypass the transformer. It was designed to use DC. The original idea was to use D-size batteries, but Dan tried it and it didn’t work. Then it was assembled with a car battery in mind.”

“Perfect! What if we connect it to a car battery instead of a train station outlet?”  

“You wanna buy a car battery? They’re expensive and heavy. We don’t have money to buy a battery,” Jeff reasoned.

“We won’t buy it, we’ll steal it,” Mike stated calmly.

“Steal! Stealing is immoral. It’s a sin—”

“When we get rich, you can do preaching for fun. Now we have to do what we have to do to survive. And don’t say a word. You will help me with that battery.”

They bought pliers at a hardware store. Then they went to Grand Central, slept there one at a time, but instead of four, they got up at three in the morning and started their search for a car. Mike said he knew Honda Civics pretty well, as he’d had a Civic a few years ago. It was an old model, hard to find today, but new models maintained the same basic design.   

“I will do the job. You will have to help me carry it, and the connections.”

“Where are you going to turn it on? You can’t really walk around a train station with a car battery and then turn the device on right in the middle of it,” Jeff hadn’t lost hope of averting the risky enterprise.

“Of course not. The beauty of a portable energy source is full mobility, total freedom of movement. You become mobile with it. We can do it sitting on a park bench. We can do it in a phone booth. But I think we would be better off in the subway system. Two advantages. First, there’s not that many people in there at four in the morning. Second, you can jump on the train and get out on the next stop.”

Civics were in abundance. Mike noticed one parked on a side street in a fairly dark spot, far from the streetlight. 

Feeling extremely uncomfortable, Jeff stood on guard.

 Mike acted like a real car thief. He went to the driver’s window, cracked the glass with the pliers, pushed it inside the car and then reached the hood release. Mike lifted the hood, cut the battery wires and unscrewed the nuts on the battery holders. It took him less than two minutes to take the battery out and quietly lower the hood. In another minute, they turned around the corner, Mike carrying the battery.

The subway station was almost empty. Mike was right—at four in the morning there were not many riders. Jeff sat on the concrete floor to make the necessary adjustments to the apparatus and change the time settings. Mike stood next to him watching. Jeff disconnected the wires leading to the transformer and spliced them with the cut-off wires of the battery. It wasn’t beautiful, as the wires hung out of the case and the battery looked altogether suspicious, but it was practical.

Jeff finished the connections, and they had about fifteen minutes left before the start of their session, so Jeff made the settings. Mike sat on the floor next to Jeff and they waited. Almost three minutes before the designated time a subway train arrived. 

The automatic doors opened, and through the opened car door right across the spot where they sat, Jeff and Mike saw a policeman, leaning on the opposite door that was closed. They stared at him with tense expressions on their faces. The policeman, in turn, looked with suspicion at the two of them. Here a strange correlation suddenly developed between their tensions and his suspicions—they grew in tandem. And suspicious it was! Two weird-looking individuals sitting on the subway floor, one holding a case, the other a car battery, both connected with wires.

Mike was the first one to realize the peculiarity of their situation. He reasoned that if they approached the policeman, it could reduce his alarm.

“Get up and follow me into the car,” he told Jeff quietly.

They walked into the car and sat on a bench across from the standing policeman. There were a few more people in the car. The nightly train made long stops. Another couple of minutes passed. 

“We have about a minute to go,” Jeff told Mike almost soundlessly, as he felt a very strange sensation rolling through his stomach.

“My car radio,” Mike announced loudly while looking at the policeman and pointing at the case. “The car is in a repair shop. Can’t live without music. It’s pretty heavy, but they don’t need it in the car right now anyway,” he said, this time pointing at the battery.

“We have to turn it on now,” Jeff whispered. 

“Go!” Mike told him quietly.

The pink flare shimmered in the subway car. Jeff and Mike flew through the dark, and in the next moment they found themselves sitting on the bench in Grand Central Station, reading the paper as Jeff was writing down the numbers.

The session lasted less than usual. “Because of the battery,” flashed through Jeff the scientist’s mind.

“Run!” he heard Mike’s voice. 

He was pulled by the wires connecting the machine to the battery, which was carried out of the subway car by Mike. Jeff followed the wires as a horse follows reins. On the way out, he noticed the policeman sitting on the floor and still leaning on the car door. Without delay, Mike and Jeff ran to the station’s exit. Saving them from this unplanned dash, the doors of the cars closed and the train took off. Seeing the danger pass as the train carried away the policeman, Mike stopped and, breathing heavily, said to Jeff, “This is—the last time—Brad—gets it—for nothing…”

Jeff quickly disconnected the wires and shorted them to confirm his scientific assumption—the battery was fully discharged. Leaving the useless ballast behind, the friends got out of the subway. 

“It’s not worth the trials,” Jeff told Mike when they sat on a bench in Central Park, breathing fresh, crispy air. “A car battery can’t provide enough energy for the full duration of the session. It was drained. The session was cut short and I only had a chance to write down two stocks.”

“Could it be because the battery was old or half charged?” Mike inquired, “Should we look for a newer car next time?”

“Why don’t you ask the owner of the intended target if he replaced his battery recently?” Jeff’s sardonic ways were obvious. “Crime doesn’t pay.” He summed it up, claiming victory for the virtuous.

“All right, what do you suggest?”

“You were going to press Brad for money—”

“What if he doesn’t pay? For two stocks only.”

“We could try Grand Central. As you probably noticed during our trip, we will be there tomorrow morning.”

“I realized that. I didn’t shave for how many days?” Mike sighed. “But let me try to make a point with him anyway. If he doesn’t begin paying us soon, we will have to go back home and start all over again.”

“What do you mean ‘all over’?”

“We can’t live like this forever. If he doesn’t pay us, it means he either wants a free ride or doesn’t believe us. Then we’ll have to look for someone else interested in our stuff, but we can’t do it full time, we’ll starve.”

A long walk downtown didn’t lift their spirits. Mike was deep in thought. 

“Why is it so important to adhere to your session schedule?” Mike asked suddenly. 

“Because we must follow the system.” 

“We nearly got arrested. We were stupid enough to run a session in public. It’s not the way to keep it secret. A few more sessions like that and they start writing about us in the papers.”  

“But we must stick to the plan.”

“Even under threat of incarceration? I don’t think it’s worth it. From now on, we will do it as the circumstances allow. And then adjust our next day reading time accordingly.” 

Mike’s categorical tone offended Jeff and he stayed silent for the rest of the way. 

Brad was unhappy with their low output.

“Brad, we have only two stocks because it’s impossible to function properly in these subhuman conditions. If you want your horse to win the race, you have to feed it. But even with the two stocks we give you, why don’t you make a big bet to make enough money to pay us a minimum life-sustaining sum? We’re talking about a couple of hundred bucks here, no big deal—”

“I can’t pay you until I see it’s worth it—”

“But you’ve already seen it a number of times.”

“People test trading systems for months if not years, and they charge a few hundred bucks a year for their systems. You want a couple hundred a day for something that you say is working, but the fact that you guessed it a few—”

“All right, I’ve heard that already,” Mike interrupted Brad angrily. “Let me tell you something. We can’t conduct our research in the same public place twice, it’s too noticeable. We did it at Penn Station, now Grand Central and that’s it. No more train stations. And you still want a few months of testing?”

“There’s the Bus Terminal, two airports, and a lot of smaller stations across the river in Jersey,” Brad was unmoved.

Mike paused. He gave Brad a heavy look, he was tired and hungry, and a wave of anger rose high inside him.

“Brad, people like you should be administered euthanasia, regardless of their age. Preferably at birth,” he said with quiet hatred in his voice. “If you don’t believe in our system, just tell us.”

“I can’t say either way until I really try it.” Brad evidently took no offense by Mike’s emotional outbreak. “Let me test it today,” he added, seeing desperation in Mike’s eyes. “I’ll bet a decent amount on it. I’ll take the risk of being crushed. We shall see.”

The meeting with Brad brought some hope. Mike and Jeff developed a new strategy. They slept in Grand Central Station one at a time for most of the day with a couple of breaks for eating hotdogs. It was decided that they would go to the restroom at three in the morning and lock the entrance door.

Exactly at three, they were at the restroom. By pure luck, there was an unattended mop, a water bucket and a “Wet Floor” sign. Mike immediately put the sign in front of the restroom. He took inside the mop and the bucket and, for better security, leaned with all his weight on the door. Jeff changed the settings on the apparatus to advance three hours more into the future and…

Mike and Jeff were sitting on a park bench in a square, eating, well shaven. They were chewing hotdogs in total silence, enjoying the weak heat of the cool autumn sun—

“Was it high noon?” Mike asked upon return. “There was no newspaper of any kind present.”

“Yeah, seems we missed the train,” Jeff agreed. “But we were shaven. What could that mean?”

“I noticed that,” Mike said. “It could only mean that we will get some money. Though obviously, not much, since we will still be on the hotdog diet. Well, what happened with your machine anyway?”

“Let me check the settings. I probably screwed up. Too tired. Sorry, man.”

The problem was rectified and after a little rest, they did it again, this time successfully. They saw themselves in a small hotel room, reading the newspaper, sitting on a bed with their feet on the blanket, periodically looking down on the floor with some unease, as a wild woman’s scream came from downstairs.  

The vision of the hotel room pleased them both, though their strange sitting position, apprehensive looks and the scream brought different reactions in them. Jeff thought, “Cold floors and a flood from an unexpectedly broken pipe.”  Mike thought nothing. Yet, to compare with their escapades of the past few days, the picture was nearly idyllic. Still contemplating this almost pastoral scene, they packed the device and vacated the premises. The beginning of the day was promising. 

Another pleasant surprise was waiting around the corner. When they stepped out of the restroom, Jeff found a ten-dollar bill.  

“Not ten million, but still money,” Mike remarked.

The meeting with Brad happened to be a breeze. He said that he still needed time to make sure their system had no major flaws, so he couldn’t pay big bucks for it now, but considering their dire circumstances, he was willing to part with fifty dollars a day, which should pay for a cheap hotel and basic ration— 

“Make it seventy-five.”   

“Sixty. Sixty will do it. There are hotels for thirty-forty bucks, nothing great, but fine for a couple of nights—“  

“Those are the ones with one bathroom per floor?”  

“Still, it’s a bathroom, which has a shower—“  

“It sure has. It also has all kinds of germs the size of an alligator, so our research may fade away along with ourselves after a few visits to the bathroom.”  

“You just have to buy a box of Ajax if you’re so concerned about the hygiene. I used to live in such hotels. You could too for a few days. Okay, here’s the breakfast.”  

“And with your ten dollars, we’ll buy razors,” Mike told Jeff after they left the coffee shop.

And that was precisely what they did. Then they rented a room in a hotel of the exact type discussed by Brad and Mike in such great detail. Then they shaved, took a shower and went to bed.
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