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Chapter 9.

Money flow.

Feeling a fresh, crispy pillowcase with your shaven cheek after sleeping in New York City train stations can be compared only with a sight of a ship approaching a desolate island, which you spent the past few years on. So thought Jeff, opening his eyes in a room with two beds.  The pillowcase and the sheets weren’t of the best quality and smelled like cheap industrial soap, but it was better than concrete floors. 

Mike was still sleeping. Jeff sat on his bed and looked at the window. It was dirty, and it seemed the light it let into the room was dirty too. A small table stood at the window. Between the beds was a small night table with a lamp. 

Jeff examined the contents of its two drawers. In one, he found a Gideon’s Bible. “Just like in the song,” he thought. The other drawer had checkers in it. It was around four in the afternoon, time to eat. Jeff shook Mike by his shoulder. 

They bought food in a Chinese kitchen. On the way back to the hotel, they bought a bottle of cheap wine. They passed the evening over a game of checkers, interrupted by  the pouring of wine into paper cups and planning of the morning session. 

“Chances are, the effect of the apparatus will be felt by everybody in all adjacent rooms, as well as above us and below us. So we have to be nimble. As soon as it’s over, I will pack the thing and you’ll do the paper reading. And then out,” Mike said.

“What if something happens? Should we try the session a couple of hours before?”

“The problem is we’ll have to leave right after it, and at four in the morning it’s hard to escape unnoticed. At six it’s much easier.”

At a quarter to six, Mike went out to buy the paper. They put the machine on the table, lay down on the beds, and Jeff checked his schedule. They had another two minutes to go. Mike made sure their things were packed and the escape routes were clear. Jeff turned the apparatus on at the designated moment. 

The trip into the future revealed a much better and bigger room, obviously in a hotel too. Jeff read the paper at a table, while Mike packed the device’s tubes into the case. Moans and groans of various intensity came from different directions… 

The return into the present wasn’t as pleasant as it’d seemed yesterday. First, they heard a groan coming from the room to the left; its timbre revealed that it belonged to a male. Almost immediately, a female cry echoed from the right. In addition, the woman threw up and, judging by the sound, her vomit fell on the floor. 

“So it will be a flood from the vomit. Not a broken pipe,” flashed in Jeff’s head. He looked down to the floor, fearing that a stinking wave would cover his feet, but instead, a different but absolutely obnoxious view opened before his eyes. The floor was peppered with roaches, moving in all directions with a speed characteristic of a racing horse.

“Mike, look at that!” Jeff exclaimed, pointing to the floor.

Busy packing the apparatus, Mike glanced in the direction of Jeff’s finger and jumped on the bed, grabbing the newspaper on his way. 

“Get up here, Jeff,” Mike waved to Jeff.

In a second, they were reading the newspaper, sitting on a bed with their feet on the blanket, periodically looking down on the floor with obvious disgust. Suddenly, a wild female scream came from the room below. 

“Ah-ah-ah-ah!” the woman screamed at the top of her lungs. “Ah-ah-ah-ah! Rah-ah-ats! Rat attah-ah-ac! Help! Help! Police!”

“Let’s go,” Mike whisper-shouted, and they ran to the door, squashing roaches with the soles of their shoes.

When they came down to the ground floor, it was obvious that the panic of the inhabitants of the upper floors didn’t reach below yet. Even the doorkeeper wasn’t alarmed. 

“There are rats and roaches,” Mike shouted at him as they passed him by. “We warned him—should be good for an alibi,” Mike told Jeff when they found themselves on the street. 

For security reasons, they walked a dozen blocks away from the ill-fated hotel and sat on a granite bench in front of a monument of a man in a strange outfit, overlooking a small plaza.   

“I can’t stand those creatures. And rats too. Shit!” Mike said.

“It must be a side effect of the time machine,” Jeff said, trying to scientifically explain the roaches. “But why didn’t they appear before?”

“Your Stroom must be given a credit for that. He kept his house clean.”

When they got together with Brad for the morning meeting, he was upbeat. He looked at the numbers and said that he would bump up their rate tomorrow if everything worked as intended today. It would just be fair.

“How much?” Mike inquired.

“A hundred-fifty,” Brad said, pausing briefly.

“Make it two. You know how expensive life in the city is. On your recommendations, we just stayed in such a pit last night. Roaches as large as elephants. A decent hotel costs at least a hundred bucks.” 

“Two hundred a day makes it fifty grand a year. Clean. You can find a nice studio apartment for sixteen-seventeen hundred a month—”

“Yeah, but you have to fork out a deposit and the first rent—”

“True,” Brad agreed. “Well, do as you wish, it’s your money.”

“So we agreed on two hundred a day?” Mike wanted a confirmation.  

“After today’s test,” Brad repeated. “It will be just fair.”  

Collecting their sixty dollars, Mike and Jeff took a walk. The prospects of spending a night in another pest-infested hotel didn’t appeal to Mike. They could rent a room in a better hotel, of course, but that would deplete their scarce resources. Facing a dilemma of either invoking another roach exodus or going to bed hungry, Mike called for Jeff to make a determination. Jeff happily agreed to a little fast. It was even healthy, especially after being on hotdogs for so long. 

They rented the room they’d seen during their trip this morning. They bought a box of crackers with their last dollar, and, after the crackers were all consumed, they went to bed. 

The future trip in the morning was more orderly. They did everything as was planned and left accompanied by moans. They met Brad at the usual time in the usual place and received their new pay. Brad pulled two hundred-dollar bills from his wallet, handed them to Mike and shook hands with both Mike and Jeff. 

“I told you he’s a decent guy,” Mike told Jeff when Brad left for work. “No bickering, just a thank you. Of course, it’s peanuts what he pays us compared with what he makes. Or maybe, with what he will make. But give it some time, we will revisit this issue. We will be millionaires.”  

As they left the coffee shop, Mike was in a good mood. Things were picking up. Two hundred a day was a good start.  They turned on a wide street approaching a building with columns and a portico, adorned with sculptures of people in various poses.  Close to the wall stood a man in a bright green coat. The man was smoking and spitting on the pavement in front of himself. He stared at something on the opposite side of the street and seemed to be in deep thought. His colorful attire attracted Jeff’s attention. He even looked in the same direction as the man, but noticed nothing of interest, and decided that the man was weird. 

Not far from the entrance, Jeff noticed another group of men dressed in all colors of the rainbow. They all smoked and stared the way the green man did, but in different directions. This strange commonality amazed Jeff for a moment, as he associated it with a club of sorts—the order of petrified looks, the league of dazed smokers, the bright coats society—like an impressionist’s painting.

“Who are those guys?” he asked Mike.

“Jeff, these people are stock traders. They are the ones who will ultimately make you rich, but they don’t know that yet. They all are priests in the temple of riches they just left for a few moments to breathe some fresh air, and then they will go back to worship in their temple, which famous façade you have a pleasure of seeing. Anticipating your next question, the famous façade belongs to an equally famous building of the New York Stock Exchange, the house of money where the two of us are destined to make a living and, hopefully, a fortune.” Mike’s eloquence indicated he was in a good frame of mind.  “Look at those figures,” he continued, pointing to the sculptures of the portico, ”Bent and crawling, they are the epitome of the human desire to get rich however humiliating the process may be. And here you are, you have the knowledge, you know how to get to those riches without putting yourself into the pose of a drinking—“

“Mike,” Jeff interrupted, “are we making enough profit?”

“Not at all. It’s only the beginning,” Mike was excited. 

“Mike, I mean, are we making any money?”

“We are making money, but just a tiny bit of what we are worth. Our earnings should increase tenfold. No, what am I talking about—a hundred-fold—two, three hundred—”

“We have to start sharing it, Mike,” Jeff said in a quiet voice.  

“You mean, we have to divide our profits?” Mike stopped on the sidewalk.

“Yes. Remember, you said we will be millionaires, each of us.” Jeff felt somewhat embarrassed.

“All right, this would be just fair. What do you suggest we have to split it like?” 

“You tell me—you’re more experienced,” Jeff said.

“All right, considering my effort and marketing success, and at the same time being very generous, I would offer you twenty percent, even though I really deserve ninety if not more—”

“Twenty?” Jeff broke Mike’s tirade. “This is my invention and you’re offering me twenty percent?”

“First of all, it’s not yours, but your friend’s invention. If someone told you it’s yours, that someone deceived you—”

“I built it and tested it,” Jeff interrupted, “and I am the one who knows how to operate it—”

“True, but aside from operating it, one should know how to use it to one’s benefit, and this part had been fully absent in your mind. If not for me, you would have continued your morning sessions with Mr. Stroom.”

“Oh, yeah? You really think I’m good for nothing? I could not find—find—find a use for it?” Jeff turned so nervous he could not find a proper word. 

“No, you could find some use for it. You could predict weather every hour on the hour,” Mike said, turning sarcastic. “Or better yet, you could find someone who could really find a proper use for it and rip you off and leave you penniless to end your days in Stroom’s attic—”

“Oh, yeah? You think you’re the only one who could figure out the stock prices?” Jeff was furious. “I could have thought of it too.”

“Really? And what would you do next, great thinker?” 

“I could offer it to brokers myself—”

“No shit! How would you do that, if I may ask? Would you stand in the middle of the fuckin’ street selling your investment advice? Yelling out like a paperboy in an old movie?”

“Why not? Yelling out would do it.”

“You think so?”

“I think so.”

“Wanna try?” Without further notice, Mike turned his face to the dazed traders and shouted, “Great trading tip, anybody?”

The colorful line didn’t even move. A few passers-by giggled, taking it as a nice joke. It was hard to tell whether it was the universal indifference, with which Mike’s offer was met, or the sound of Mike’s roar, but Jeff calmed down. 

“All right, all right,” he murmured, almost whispering. “Let’s figure it out.”

“I second that,” Mike joined in.

“But you have to be fair—”

“What is your definition of fairness?”

“I think—I think it would be fair—if you get one third—”

“Do you realize how difficult it is to market anything? Especially time machines? Brad is my childhood friend, but even he wasn’t willing to part with his hard-earned cash until I pushed him off the cliff. You witnessed that, didn’t you? Do you honestly believe you could play it the same way with a perfect stranger? Be serious, Jeff,” Mike spoke with reproach, like a father to son. 

“Okay, let’s split it in half. I think that’s fair—”

“Jeff, only out of brotherly love,” Mike said in a conciliatory tone, “I am willing to forgive your inexperience.” They shook hands. “Let it be so. By the way, this scene reminds me of a good joke.” Mike reacquired his good mood. “Two gays are riding in a packed bus in San Francisco during the rush hour and one says to the other, ‘Let’s do it.’ ‘Are you nuts! Right here?’ the other one says. ‘But you’re so close, I want you badly.’ ‘All these people around us. You’re crazy!’ ‘Nobody would even notice, want me to try?’ He turns to face the crowd and says loudly,  ‘Can I have a glass of water?’ Nobody moved. So he turns to his partner and says, ‘See? I told you so.’ So they start making love. All of a sudden, a guy on the other end of the bus cries out, ‘Can you split a dollar for quarters, anybody?’ A man next to him goes, ‘Shut up, you idiot! See that guy who asked for a glass of water? Look what they’ve done to him.’”  

Jeff started laughing. With the corner of his eye he noticed that the wall of color remained motionless and that made him laugh even harder.

That day they had a decent lunch. Mike wanted to go for a big celebration, but Jeff reasoned that it was too early to celebrate and insisted, as an equal partner, not to spend too much money on extravagant things. They found a nice hotel. Again at the insistence of Jeff, nothing extravagant, just a decent, clean place.   

“We can’t stay in one place more than one night. We have to get out right after the trip into the future and never come back. No one knows how soon we will run out of cheaper hotels and you may need to pay a higher rate, and if the money isn’t there—“  

“The money will be there. After a week or so, Brad will be hooked on it and we’ll get a raise, and a meaningful one, not this paltry giveaway—“ 

“Two hundred a day is nothing to sneeze at. Besides, he may give us a raise, or he may not—“  

“Oh, he will, just give it some time.” 

Jeff’s choice turned out to be a run-down place. It looked decent overall, but when they got into the room, they were disappointed. Jeff didn’t like its bathroom facilities after a faucet began leaking profusely when he opened it. He immediately examined electrical outlets in the room and wasn’t impressed with their condition either. Jeff told Mike that the electrical system might be outdated and they could face a risk of overloading it. It could knock out the fuses, or overheat the wires, or even could start a fire. 

 “They have those city inspectors, checking it all the time. It shouldn’t be so bad. The lamp is on, the TV is working fine. We can use the TV outlet for tomorrow’s session, by the way. The one that’s been tested. It should be okay for one night.” 

Besides, it was a wet, cold November evening, and Mike had no desire to get out there to look for another hotel. 

Mike’s complacency spelled disaster. When Jeff turned the device on in the morning, thick, black smoke poured from the TV outlet right away. Mike pulled the cord out as sparks shot from the outlet, and while they were packing the apparatus, flames burst through the wall and, surprisingly quickly, the fire reached the ceiling, licking up the curtains on its way. 

 Jumping two, three steps at a time and screaming, “Fire!” the two friends ran outside and stood on the sidewalk.

“I told you so,” Jeff began with discontent.

“There’s no time for finger-pointing,” Mike cut him off. “We have to run the session. We can’t fail Brad. It’s too expensive for us now.”

They walked away from the hotel, whose windows began popping up with people rushing out to its fire escapes. 

“First of all, we missed the reading time designated in my schedule,” Jeff noted.

“The schedule must be adjusted,” Mike said. “We will have to read the newspaper accordingly, twenty-four hours from whenever we run it today. It’s an emergency. We have to think how we can do it right now rather. Let’s weigh our options.”

Their options were limited. Renting another hotel and running a session from there was unreasonable, as it would take too much time to check in and a lot of people were already up. Public restrooms would be too populated at this hour. Stealing a car battery was out of question. The prospects were dim. 

They entered a small park that stretched for a few city blocks on all its sides. They walked down a dark alley toward the streetlight. A park bench standing near it was well-lit and they could clearly see that it was occupied—a homeless person lay on it. It was impossible to determine the sex of the person as the body was wrapped in multiple layers of clothes and rugs and covered with large pieces of cardboard, but the sound of snoring suggested it was a male. Diagonally across from it on the other, unlit side of the alley, stood another bench, empty and dark.

Mike sat on the vacant bench. Jeff followed him. He looked up into the still dark sky. The stars grew pale as sunrise was not far away. It was unseasonably chilly, and Jeff shivered just by looking at the homeless man. They were just plain lucky to have some money for a hotel. It would be tough to sleep on the street like that man, horrible! Freezing in this cold weather, sick and hungry. And how dangerous it could be in this dark park. Most likely, he chose this bench because the streetlight provided at least some security—

“That’s it!” Mike interrupted Jeff’s gloomy thoughts. “The streetlight! We have to connect it to the streetlight while it’s still dark and there are not that many people walking here.”

“What about that man?” Jeff inquired, pointing in the direction of the snoring homeless.

“If he can sleep in these conditions, such trifle as a trip into the future won’t bother him,” Mike reasoned. “Go ahead, we don’t have time for humanitarian concerns here.”

They got to work at once. Jeff opened the connection box at the base of the poll and pulled out the wires, trying to figure out their colors in the dim lighting of the street lamp.  Mike stood guard, asking impatiently, “Are you done?” and “Tell me when you’re done,” as Jeff took the apparatus out of the case and connected it to the wires. 

“Ready,” Jeff said finally.

Mike looked at his watch. “6:23. Go ahead,” he said. 

Jeff turned the switch…

They were reading the newspaper in a small coffee shop. Jeff was writing the numbers down while Mike nibbled on a doughnut—

“Let’s get out—of here—” Mike said, getting up from the ground, wet, yellow leaves stuck to his jacket. The device knocked him down on the park lawn, though crisp fresh air mitigated the nauseous effects for both him and Jeff, whose landing was not as hard since he had stood on his knees. The only person unaffected by the time trip was the homeless man. His snoring gained even more strength. 

But it didn’t last long. A dozen squirrels, probably struck down by the wave produced by the apparatus, tumbled from the tree right on Mike, Jeff, and the unsuspecting man, with the latter taking most of the hit as more than a half of the animals landed on his cardboard covers. The snoring stopped abruptly, the man’s legs jerked, and in the next moment, the cardboard along with the squirrels flew at Mike and Jeff as the man sat on the bench, turning out to be of impressive size and physique. He looked around, assessing the situation, and set his sights on Mike, who stood out, with the squirrels pasted all over him. The poor animals were in a state of total panic, thanks to the cardboard migration imposed on them by the homeless man. They crawled up and down Mike, perhaps confusing him with a tree.

“Damn rodents!” Mike waved his arms trying to shake them off.

“What the hell do you want?” roared the man, standing up and taking a defensive, karate-like position.

“Calm down, man. We mean no harm,” Mike mumbled.

“What did you throw on me?”  

“Look, I’m sorry. I’ll give you ten bucks for bothering you, and you won’t ever see us here again,” Mike said, waving a ten-dollar bill in front of the homeless man while periodically looking at Jeff, who was putting the apparatus into the case, simultaneously trying to disconnect it from the streetlight wires. The wires tangled.

“The wires tangled,” Jeff announced nervously.

“Pull them out.” Mike managed to get rid of the last squirrel.

Meanwhile, the view of the ten-dollar bill created a wrong impression in the homeless man. “Give me my money,” he said, obviously having included the yet unavailable funds in his budget. In addition to his words, he acted as any person would act under the circumstances—he stepped toward Mike and spread his arm trying to reach the money.  

“Stay where you are!” Mike snapped at him, spreading his arm forward in a sharp, aggressive move.  

The man froze, looking perplexed. He thought for a second, and probably sensing a scam, returned to his karate stand and proceeded slowly toward Mike, his eyes set firmly on the ten.  

His further actions were not difficult to predict, as he evidently assessed the situation correctly, since Mike remained at the same spot, covering for Jeff. It was just a matter of time before the bum would reach his goal in his calculated, cautious advance, if not for Jeff, who finally pulled the wires with such a force that he nearly displaced his left shoulder. 

This event defined the outcome of their precarious standoff. The wires crossed accidentally, shorting not only the circuit of the streetlight but of the entire park. The lights went off, although the sudden darkness gave way momentarily to a spectacular fireball of sparks, shooting out of the connection box straight at Jeff. The sound of the small explosion accompanying it made both Mike and the man cower, while Jeff fluttered his hands around his head as though trying to shake off something. The smell of burning hair rose in the air.

Mike grabbed the apparatus case and shouted, “Run!” to Jeff. But Jeff was already running, and it remained unclear whether he took off because of Mike’s command or because of the sparks or the smell or all of the above. One thing was certain—he was scared to death. Mike ran behind Jeff, tapping him on the head as a thin layer of smoke was still coming out of Jeff’s hair. Mike’s attempts to extinguish the source of the smoke produced a totally undesirable effect in Jeff. He decided that the homeless man caught up with him and screamed in horror.   

In another couple of minutes, Mike and Jeff ran out of the park at a trot rivaling that of a cavalry horse. Mike carried the case with the device, and both he and Jeff periodically turned their heads to look back at the bench with the homeless man.

After that incident, they were very careful in their hotel selection, and the routine Mike and Jeff followed for the next couple of weeks served them well. They would go through a future session early in the morning and leave the hotel while people in the adjacent rooms were still moaning. Then they would have breakfast with Brad, hang around for a few hours, see a movie or go to a museum. In the afternoon, they would check into another hotel, then have a good dinner, watch TV or have a bottle of wine.

About two weeks into it, Mike told Jeff it was time to renegotiate a new rate with Brad and to settle down. Jeff didn’t mind at all, since this nomadic lifestyle did not appeal to him. Mike placed a call to Brad. Brad offered to get together at a health club where he held a membership.  

 Around five o’clock, the three met in front of a skyscraper that housed an exclusive downtown health club. Brad treated his friends and paid the guest fees for them. Mike and Jeff looked a little out of place among all these people dressed in good suits, wearing expensive ties. To compensate for the lack of proper attire, Brad offered to go to the sauna.

 “To go naked is the only way to true equality,” he declared, and in another five minutes Brad, Mike and Jeff were inside the sauna, naked, rolled in towels below the waist.

 “This is the best place to do business. People rarely get in here, and I make it hot enough for those who come in to get out soon,” Brad said as he poured water on the heater.

The rocks in the heater hissed, and a hot wave hit Jeff’s head so violently that his hair nudged.  

“It’s way too hot. I can’t stand the heat,” Jeff said.

“Okay, Jeff, sit on the floor,” Mike suggested. “It’s not that hot down there. You should have studied physics a little better.”

“Who’s talking?” Jeff sat down on the floor, while Mike and Brad got on the upper bench.

“Okay, lets talk business,” Brad proposed. 

“We need more money for the outstanding services we provide.” Mike begun speaking.

“You will never suffer from abundance of modesty,” Brad remarked.

“Brad, come on, are we eligible to benefit from it too?” Mike looked quite displeased.           

“All right, all right. How much do you want?” Brad was obviously impatient.

 “Ten thousand a day,” Mike pronounced in his usual tone.

Understandably, Mike’s statement resulted in a moment of silence. The meaning of his words didn’t even materialize in Jeff’s brain at first, but when it did, he felt a sudden wave of cold arctic air hit his entire body even more violently then the hot one before. Jeff was petrified. He looked at Mike from beneath the bench and one could see fear in his eyes. Brad reacted to Mike’s demand differently and his face expressed it all. His momentary reaction was a surprise, then it turned into astonishment, then into disbelief, and finally, outrage.

“That’s usury! Where did you hear of payoffs like this? That’s two and a half million per annum.” Brad burst with anger.

“Good math. Look, we give you the most reliable and the most precise information on the trading range.” Mike was absolutely calm.

“Where’s the guarantee? You gave it to me only a few times—”

“Yeah, but out of those few times how many were wrong?” Mike refuted. “And how many times did you get the numbers up to a penny?”

 “But how many times did you hear of guys making ten grand a day?” Brad exclaimed.   

“C’mon, Brad, I bet you made it a few times during the past few days,” Mike challenged him.

“Yeah, sure.” Brad didn’t sound so confident. “And even if I did, should I keep something too or you want me to give it all to you?”

“Look, man, if you bet all your freakin’ money on our beautiful horse you could get ten times that,” Mike went on. “Should I tell you what to do?“

“How do you know? And what if you’re wrong? Will you compensate me for my loss?” Brad retorted.

“So far you haven’t lost a dime. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be here talking to us.”

 “Yeah, but you’re no gods,” Brad tried to gain the upper hand.

“When it comes to price forecast, we are. You know that,” Mike was adamant.   

“But ten grand a day—”

“All right, am I talking to the wrong person? If you can't make money with the most reliable data in the world, we’d better look for someone who can—”

“All right, all right, one grand.”

“Come on, man, be serious.” It was Mike’s turn to get angry. 

Brad paused and looked at Mike inquisitively.  “One and a half.”

 “Brad—” Mike began, but was interrupted by Brad again.

“So how much do you want?”

“I told you—ten thousand,” Mike replied.

“You’re not real. You don’t realize what it takes to make this money.” Brad was quite annoyed.

“Should I look for the right person?” Mike asked again.

“Two,” was the short and simple reply.

“Only for you—ninety-eight hundred.”

“You could have gotten it in five hundred increments like me. Don’t be cheap.” Brad’s irritation seemed to be growing.

“If you insist—nine and a half. Do you feel better?”

“Come on, Mike, that’s a lot of money.”

“And these are the words of a man who owns the gold mine,” Mike pronounced theatrically. “Nearly owns,” he added.

“Look, Mike, that’s a lot. I can’t pay more.” Brad sounded more conciliatory. 

 “Should we leave now?”  

“Twenty-two hundred.”

“You’re getting on the cheap side too—”

 “Because it’s a robbery. I can’t pay more.” Brad was infuriated by Mike’s remark.

“Brad, I can bet you the first ten grand of your first payment that we could find lots of people willing to pay even more than ten thousand.” Mike was friendly but convincing.

“Nine and a half.”

“What?”

“Nine and a half. You came down to nine and a half, remember?”

It took Mike by surprise. He turned still for one tiny instant, but sprang back into action right away.

“All right, if it makes you specifically happy, let it be nine and a half.” Mike smiled and spread his hand for a handshake. “But you rip off two poor orphans, two hungry souls, two—” 

“I didn’t say nine, you said nine. I just reminded you,” Brad stopped him, “I can’t pay that much,” he added.

“So what was your last word?” now Mike’s aggravation started brewing. 

“Twenty-two hundred.”

“How about those five hundred increments?”

“All right, two and a half.”

“You’re getting closer.”

“Not a dollar more.”

“Just imagine how you will be telling the priest at your next confession that you ripped off your two friends in need—”  

“Three. Take it or leave it.”

“You talked me into it—eight.”

“I’m damn serious. You won’t have it any better than that.” Brad smelled victory and pushed for it.

“Seven and a half.”

“Should I leave now?” Brad made his emphasis on the “I.”

Mike paused for a moment, looking at Brad as if he were trying to look through Brad’s skull to see what he really thought inside there. Brad’s appearance was like that of a man who had nothing to lose, like his last stand. 

Mike realized that he could squeeze no more out of Brad. “Okay,” he said. “Only because you sold me that stamp at a discount. It’s a payback. I always remember good deeds,” 

“You’re so nice,” Brad said sarcastically, but Mike wasn’t touched by his sarcasm. “Now, there’s a little trick to it. I can’t pay such big bucks in cash—”

“Do you plan on paying it in five-leg piglets?”      

“Mike, did you ever hear of taxes? I have to pay Uncle Sam for every dollar I make. When your take is a few hundred, I can absorb the expense, but when you’re talking big bucks, I can’t cover it for you. You pay your share, I pay mine.”

“So what’s the story?” Mike asked with suspicion, as he couldn’t figure out what Brad’s next trick would be.

“I will pay you by check to keep track of it. I will treat it as a business expense, but to justify it, I have to get something in return. Not just a piece of paper with a few numbers in pencil. You will have to create an investment letter, something like our-recommendation-for-today-such-and-such-date-is-such-and-such-stock-buy-at-so-much-sell-at-so-much, and so on. Understand? You will be stock analysts for my tax purposes. I will buy your research advice, so I pay you for your services to make money. You will have to pay your own taxes from that sum,” Brad finished and looked at Mike and Jeff.

Jeff understood very little except for the fact that he would have to pay taxes. “Death and taxes,” a strange thought flew through his mind.

“No problem.” Mike seemed to be relieved that it all turned out to be so easy. “With your initial advance we will buy a nice PC, printer—”

“What advance?” Brad was genuinely surprised.

“Brad, do you know what an advance is? If you want to start moving, you have to put some money down. I would be glad to print an investment letter for you, instead of the piece of paper as you suggested, but I have nothing to print it with.” 

“All right, how much do you want?” Brad didn’t look happy, but Mike’s words made sense.

“First day payment.”

“I’ll give you a half of it. You can buy nice office stuff with this money.”

“We’re not gonna run away—” Mike tried to argue, but at this moment the sauna door opened and a short, chubby, balding man walked in. He was rolled in a towel up to his waist the way the others were. His slightly rounded form made him resemble a football.

“We’re not gonna run away—” Mike stopped half way through the phrase. 

“As I said—” Brad said in a quiet voice, looking at the round man with suspicion.

“But then a full check every day,” Mike lowered his voice too.                   

“Okay, we’ll talk later.”  

The silence that followed lasted for only a few seconds, as the rounded man interrupted it. “It’s too hot in here, guys. Let’s open the door for some cool air,” he said and looked at Brad and Mike.

“No, no, no. We’re working on that—on making it hot,” Brad answered hastily. 

“It’s not supposed to be so hot,” the man disagreed, obviously being a lover of cool saunas.  

“Quite the opposite, my distinguished friend. It’s supposed to be even hotter,” Mike interrupted him. He sounded very upbeat, even excited, probably the prospects of better earnings making him feel good.

“How do you know, sir?” the cool sauna lover inquired politely.

“Because sauna was invented by the Finns,” Mike replied. “Sauna or SAH-UH-NAH in Finnish means ‘extreme’—”

“Extreme is extreme in any language. It’s a Latin word,” the sauna man countered.

“It’s absolutely obvious that you are no linguist,” Mike concluded happily. “What do you do for a living?”

“I—run a supermarket,” the man replied.

“See? I guessed right. You’re no linguist.” Mike was jubilant. “Finnish is no Romance language, and sauna means ‘extreme.’ In this case extreme heat—”

“Why not extreme cold?” The sauna man proved his preferences for colder arrangements once again.

“Because cold is just natural to the Finns, and thus, it is no extreme to them, my most distinguished friend,” Mike began in his theatrical manner. “And here’s how sauna works in its native land. In the wintertime, while it snows in all of Lapland, the Finns sit in their huts, but keep the sauna going. And when the snow stops, they go outside and start digging out, making a path to the sauna and piling snow in front of it.” Mike paused, made scary eyes and looked at the rounded man.  “And when they finally get in, they make it so hot that the blood in their arteries gets to the boiling point. And then they jump out of the sauna and right into the snow pile.” Mike paused briefly and looked at all his listeners at once. “And from the heat of their bodies, snow immediately melts in the entire Lapland and spring instantly ensues thereafter,” Mike concluded his speech.

Brad and Jeff laughed. The sauna man looked at Mike, shrugged his shoulders and said nothing. He didn’t laugh, but his eyes expressed something resembling a smile. He looked at Mike and raised his eyebrows as though he wanted to say, “You’re funny.” 

“To the instant spring!” Brad announced and poured water on the rocks.

The wave of hot steam flew into the air. It mingled with the already hot air, and the heat from this air mass fell down on Jeff in its full skin-biting fury. Along the way, it took on the sauna man and brought him to his knees, figuratively speaking, as he tumbled on the lower bench and bent his torso, moving his head and shoulders lower.  

“I can’t stand it no more,” Jeff mumbled. He stood up from the floor, where he patiently sat until now, and jumped to the door.

The sauna man followed him unexpectedly fast, mumbling on his way, “I can’t either.”

“The door, the door, shut the door,” Mike cried out as they rushed through the sauna door one after the other. 

Jeff and the round man shut the door as requested and stood in front of it. Through the glass enclosure of the sauna door, Mike and Brad saw them standing and staring at each other, breathing heavily. 

“I can’t stand the heat,” Jeff said.

“I can’t either,” the sauna man admitted.

“So why do you go in?” Jeff asked. 

“And why do you?” the round man replied with a question.

 “It’s…--you know—“ Jeff got confused. “It’s more like business for me,” he continued, and at this moment Mike showed up inside the sauna at the glass door and looked at Jeff and the sauna man with great suspicion. “You know, kind of a job interview—” Jeff finished.

“And what kind of a job is that?” the sauna man inquired with real interest. 

Meanwhile, Mike got out of the sauna just in time to hear both Jeff and the man, and that really saved Jeff from the necessity of explaining what kind of a job it was.

“This reminds me of a nice old joke, my most distinguished friend,” Mike took over, addressing the round man. “Elephant and Rabbit interchanged their most distinguished male organs,” Mike said and started pushing the sauna man away from Jeff. “So in a week they get together and Elephant says, ‘All right, Rabbit, how is it going?’ ‘It’s just fine. I like it a lot. My wife seems to be pretty happy too. The only problem is I skid while making sharp turns.’” Mike made a short laugh as though inviting the man to laugh too. “’And how are you doing, Elephant?’” Mike pushed the man and continued in a low voice imitating an elephant, “’I don’t skid, but I just lost my job because of it.’” Mike continued his push. “‘And what kind of a job is that?’—Here comes the phrase—‘The job don’t matter. When I get up in the morning and go to the bathroom to take a leak, I finish just in time for dinner.’” Mike made a comically angry face as he ended the joke. 

At his last phrase, Jeff laughed uncontrollably. The sauna man’s reaction was different. 

“Why are you pushing me?” he said to Mike with some annoyance, resisting Mike’s efforts to separate him from Jeff.

“You’re supposed to laugh when it’s funny,” Mike replied.

“It’s not funny,” the sauna man said, but Mike didn’t let him finish.

“You have a depleted sense of humor, I must tell you,” Mike noticed.

“It’s none of your business. Stop pushing me,” the sauna man demanded.

“I’m not pushing you. I’m just trying to revive your sense of humor with this light massage of your back.” Mike started tickling him, in what he probably perceived as this light massage of one’s back.

“What the hell are you doing?” The ticklish man giggled unwillingly. “Who do you think you are?” He giggled again, while trying to thwart Mike’s unwanted services.

Mike seemed to be satisfied with his humor revival methods. He stopped tickling and pushing the rounded man. The latter turned around to face Mike and repeated his first question, “What the hell are you doing?” as he appeared to be anxious to figure out what Mike was doing.

“This I’ll tell you later—later,” Mike told him. “Just leave my friend alone now,” he added, turned around and walked toward Jeff.

“Never talk to strangers,” Mike whispered to Jeff. “This nice advice comes from some book I read a while ago.” He frowned. “You remember you have to keep your mouth shut.”

Thirty minutes later, Mike, Jeff and Brad sat in a restaurant, eating dinner and finalizing their deal.

Life improved greatly for Mike and Jeff. First thing they did was rent a nice three-bedroom apartment, although it was Mike who actually rented it. At first, Jeff opposed the idea as a very expensive one, but Mike’s reasoning was so persuasive—“You make more a day than what you pay a month”—that Jeff surrendered very quickly. Mike proposed to allocate one of the bedrooms for the apparatus, to be Jeff’s domain. They chose the bedroom in the back of the apartment for that purpose; it was not in anyone’s way and would not attract interest of any potential guests. They equipped it with the foil screen, computer, and printer. 

Mike brought in an innovation by signing up for Internet service, thus increasing Jeff’s productivity ten-fold. Now Jeff didn’t need to memorize the numbers or write them down on a piece of paper. He would simply print those numbers from the Internet. The trick was to bring the paper along from the present, put it into the printer, then grab the prints and hold them tight so they could be transported back into the present. 

Except for early wake-ups, the rest of the day was just wonderful, as they were free to do whatever they wanted. Mike kept Jeff by his side all the time, worrying about Jeff’s naiveté and their trade secret, and parting with him only for the night, or whenever Mike would have a female companion. But even then he would try to keep Jeff as close as the circumstances allowed. Jeff didn’t mind. He liked Mike and would be happy to keep his company even during the nighttime—In the normal way, of course. No perversions. Same as they did while living in hotels. Oh, come on!

They would go out for dinner in a good restaurant. Mike managed to convince Jeff that they could afford it now—“Not on the daily basis though and not that often anyway”—Well, could he, Mike, treat him, Jeff, with a nice dinner once in a while? After all, it was his, Mike’s, personal money. It would be a small token of appreciation of his, Jeff’s, valuable contribution to their common cause and further demonstration of his, Mike’s, friendship and admiration. Besides, wasn’t he, Jeff, making very decent money? It was time to get used to it, he was not poor any longer—“All right, all right, but just keep in mind that it all can change on a dime.”

Sometimes they would meet Brad for dinner. A couple of times he invited them to a Broadway show. Brad and Mike were very friendly, their heated negotiations notwithstanding. Once Brad suggested that they should go on vacation together for a few days, Christmas weekend would be a perfect time, three days in the Caribbean. Mike was very fond of the idea, Jeff was cautious as usual. It was too expensive. Jeff withstood Mike’s enormous pressure and surrendered only when Mike told him he would pay half of Jeff’s plane ticket. As a small token of appreciation—“All right, all right.”

The vacation began with Brad treating them with a stretched limo to the airport. Palm trees, which Jeff had seen in movies and magazines, were fantastic. The hotel on the shore of the warm southern ocean, with its splendor and grandeur, swimming pools, night shows and beautiful women, impressed Jeff.

“Isn’t it nice, Jeff?” Mike would ask rhetorically, basking in the sun. “That’s what is called nice life. That’s what money can do for you.”

“Money talks,” Brad agreed, sipping his cocktail. “Money talks,” he repeated again and, raising his glass, proposed, “To money!”  
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