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Chapter 11.
If you’re rich, you’re rich.
What do people do when they win in a casino? They keep on gambling until they lose their prize and a little more. What do people do with lottery money? They pay off debts and buy a house. That’s exactly what Mike did. Because it felt exactly like winning a lottery. Although, to be fair, thanks to his energy and ingenuity, he was ripping the fruits of his hard labor, he deserved this win, and it was a win, not just dumb luck. So he acted the same way as anyone would act in his situation. He bought a condominium. He did not forget Jeff, certainly not. He found two places. Since money was almost no object, or rather most of the available real estate was affordable in light of their future earnings, Mike didn’t really care about the price variations as he went from apartment to apartment; he wanted for his buck what he wanted.

And he wanted two apartments, two- or three-bedrooms each, close to each other, as close as being located on the same floor, not to mention the same building.  Real estate agents were running around town as hounds, looking to please the crazy millionaire, as they christened Mike, but all in vain. The main obstacle was the requirement of close proximity. 

To accelerate his search, Mike dealt with half a dozen realtors at the same time. The task was challenging as was the dollar amount of the potential transaction, and all those agents did their best to accommodate him. One of them, a very attractive young woman, even exceeded the limits of her professional responsibilities and extended personal favors well beyond her duties.  She tried to use her charm to make Mike abandoning his tough requirement, but Mike was uncompromising.  Once she intimately inquired whom Mike needed the second apartment for and why it must be so close, but after receiving an answer that it was intended for Mike’s gay partner, she realized the futility of her efforts.

Personal charm aside, the deal was brokered by an older lady who happened to be more experienced. Old age has its advantages too.  She found not two, but rather one apartment, which at one point had been two apartments and was transformed by the present owners into one by means of removing the common wall. Thus, the only fix necessary for the restoration of the two original apartments was a restoration of the said wall.

The apartments were located on the fourteenth floor of a recently built Upper East Side luxury condominium, sporting all amenities a modern building can have, along with great views of Manhattan. Each apartment had two bedrooms, two bathrooms, a huge living room with a balcony facing south, and a large kitchen. It was a perfect arrangement in every sense—not tremendously expensive, but within means, not outlandishly luxurious, but not a pit either. And most importantly, Mike would be as close to Jeff as possible without sharing the same quarters. And that was important, for Mike was the keeper of Jeff, their trade secret, and thus, their well-being.

Now the only two problems remaining were to get the financing for the deal and to make Jeff accept it. The problem with financing did not bother Mike too much. Banks were eager to lend, and with his ABC contract at hand, a one- or two-million dollar mortgage wasn’t really an issue. Jeff was a problem of enormous proportions. Poor Jeff could not overcome his mentality of a deprived student yet; he could not get used to the status of a millionaire. When Mike just mentioned to him that he was in search of decent real estate for both of them, Jeff panicked, and Mike decided to skip the details and make Jeff face the fact later. Now the moment of truth had arrived.

Mike took necessary precautions and made arrangements with the real estate lady not to mention any details of the upcoming transaction, or even the transaction itself, unless he, Mike, asked her to. She was left to talk about anything else but real estate. To achieve the most favorable results, Mike set up the presentation during their lunch break at high noon, so the dramatic effect of sunlight and the breathtaking views could play their role. Not to scare Jeff prematurely, Mike gave him a vague explanation for visiting a nice old lady to have lunch with her. 

The old lady played her role excellently. She informed Jeff that he looked exactly like her grandson who will graduate from high school this summer, who just started dating a very nice girl from a good family, and it’s very important to date a nice girl. He’s not married, is he?  Does he have a nice girl? Oh really? She has a friend whose daughter is attending Boston College. Is he Catholic? Oh, Presbyterian. Then she has another girlfriend who has a daughter, she’s a fashion designer, and he’s so well dressed they could find a lot of common interests—Who? Mike?  Oh, he’s in charge of the dress code.  Oh, you’re so funny—   

A credulous Jeff went through the lobby and rode in the elevator without problems, but when he entered the apartment on the fourteenth floor, the lack of furniture and empty walls alerted him. He cautiously followed the old lady from room to room, hardly listening to her chatter. Meanwhile, she was busy expressing her excitement with the views that opened from the balcony and the abundance of light from the southern exposure. Oh, what a beautiful kitchen! And another great view of the World Trade Center from the window—

Mike, too, was impressed with the views.

“Look, Jeff, you could see the X Building from here, see? Can you imagine, you’re on top of the world looking down at the X Building? How many floors in the building?” Mike turned to the old lady.

“Twenty-four occupied and two more with common facilities including a swimming pool.”

“So it’s not on top of the world. It’s rather half-way to the top of the world, but it’s high enough anyway. What do you say, Gail?” Mike was in a fine fettle.

“Oh, you’re so funny, Mike.”

“Jeff, do you like the view?” Mike continued grilling Jeff. 

Jeff was silent.

“Isn’t it a wonderful view, Jeff?” the old lady intervened.

“Yes, Mrs. Clemens.”

“Would you like to live in a place like this, Gail?” Mike asked the old lady again.

“Oh, I would be delighted.”

“How about you, Jeff? Would you like to live in such a place?” As there was no answer, Mike continued, his tone intimate, “Jeff, it is not just a home, it’s an investment. We will put a wall over there.” Mike pointed to the opening between the apartments. “And it will become two apartments. One for you and one for me.”

Facing the fact, Jeff inquired quietly how much it cost, and after Mike told him the number, Jeff turned pale and, to Mike’s surprise, said that he liked the apartment and that Mike had made an excellent choice. 

The old lady seemed to be overjoyed. She said that Jeff made a great investment decision, that he will be happy here. It’s a perfect place for a young professional like himself to come back from work, to relax after a tough day in the office, away from hectic life, in total solitude. Or if he wishes to share it with someone dear to him, it’s an excellent home to start a family, and for such a nice, handsome young man it’s just about time to start thinking of his future life. By the way, she will be meeting her friend this coming weekend, should she ask her about her daughter? 

Mike was quiet during the old lady’s verbal onslaught, but he carefully watched Jeff, who resembled the last leaf on a branch of a winter tree, blown by gusts of cold wind in all directions, or rather a boxer, swaying to avoid crushing blows of his adversary in the ring.

In another twenty minutes, they sat silently in the back seat of a cab, riding back to the X Building. Jeff was motionless. With a petrified stare, he looked as if he were terminally ill. By all these signs, Mike knew his friend was tense, and he waited for this tension to reveal itself. He didn’t have to wait long.

“Do you think we’re really in a position to buy these properties?” Jeff began quietly. “It’s a lot of money. Where do you plan to find it?”

“We will have financing arranged for us. Did you ever hear of mortgages?”

“No, and I don’t wanna hear of mortgages. You are talking about enormous amounts of money as though it’s peanuts—”

“Jeff, it is peanuts for you. Do you realize how much money you make? You can’t relate to that yet. You can’t adjust your mentality to that of a rich guy—” Mike started calmly, but Jeff interrupted him.

“I’m not a rich guy,” he burst out. “It’s an illusion. You live in a world of illusions.”

“Calm down. What’s an illusion? Your multimillion-dollar salary? Your job? Your thousand-dollar suit? Which, by the way, I begged you to buy on my knees, because you can’t walk into your office in your favorite jeans, collecting a salary like that.”

“All right, the suit is different,” Jeff mumbled weakly.

“How different is it? It’s expected from you, since you live not in a jungle, but in a civilized society. The same with your living arrangements. You can’t live in a hut like Stroom’s. This reflects your status—”

 “What status are you talking about? It’s all ephemeral junk!” Jeff regained his confidence, or rather, his lack of it.

“What do you call ephemeral? Your paycheck? Your office at ABC?”

“And those too. It may all disappear tomorrow.”

“Why should it disappear? Are we in a magic show? Why do you think you’re worth so little they would throw you away like a cigarette butt? Don’t you have something valuable to offer for the money? Something that justifies your salary?  Something nobody has and everyone wants? You underestimate yourself.” Mike looked at Jeff jubilantly, feeling his word found its way into Jeff’s mind. “So stop panicking, you have to get accustomed with your new status. And this status is such that it requires you to live not the way you want, but the way you’re expected to live.” Mike looked at Jeff again. “At this point, you are expected to live in a nice apartment in Manhattan,” Mike pronounced the last phrase slowly, quietly and persuasively.  

Jeff seemed to be leaning toward the right conclusion, and Mike watched Jeff’s internal struggle reflect in his face. Another doubt, another tiny obstacle, one more and—

 “I can’t live in that apartment!” Jeff nearly screamed with horror as a number with a lot of zeroes meandered through his mind.

“You will live in that apartment,” Mike was quiet but firm. “You will live in that apartment,” he repeated making an emphasis on “you will.” “Don’t be so afraid of big numbers. You will get even bigger numbers. The entire country is mortgaged to the brim, and you will take on this debt, which is less than a half of your annual pay. In all honesty, we should have bought something two, even three times more expensive—”

“Are you kidding? We were penniless just a short while ago—”     

“And today we’re on top of the world.” Mike grabbed Jeff’s hand. “Just trust me on that. Did I ever let you down?”

They went back to work and Jeff was left alone to adapt to his new status of a real property owner. He fought his inner self for the rest of the day, arguing back and forth with himself, and it was harder and harder for him to brand Mike’s reasoning as self-assured and baseless. On the contrary, he was coming to the conclusion that Mike was right. By the end of the day, he almost accepted the fact that he would live in that apartment, and only the enormity of the price tag kept on bothering him from time to time.  

Thereafter, Jeff’s resistance was low. He tried to argue his case right before the closing, but Mike told him it was too late. Jeff realized that too. Now Mike wanted to move in as quickly as it was practical. He grew tired of sharing the apartment with Jeff. Even though Jeff was a nice guy, Mike felt his presence was a bit demanding on his privacy. 

First, the apartments needed some fixing. Aside from the wall restoration, a fresh coat of paint was very desirable. On top of that, their sudden employment at ABC Securities created a lot of exposure for them; their success in precise predictions of the market moves presented a mystery for their superiors, a mystery they would try to find an explanation for one way or the other. Mike was perfectly prepared for Meyers and Kitts’s questioning during their interview, but the fact they were not approached by either of the principals any more alerted Mike. He was afraid they would try to get to the apparatus, so the trade secret must be protected at all costs.  

The brilliant idea to build a separate room inside Jeff’s apartment came to Mike. Without going into great detail that could have scared the hell out of Jeff, Mike told him that a small darkroom would be an excellent place to keep the device from unneeded curiosity. Jeff readily accepted Mike’s idea, but along the way, he expressed a desire for a round room because of the lesser exposure to the harmful side effects, as he found out in his earlier experiments. 

Mike agreed that the health issues were important, but noticed that practicality of a small cubic room in the corner of the bedroom was much greater than that of a cylindrical one. And the aesthetics could suffer slightly too, since a cube could be viewed as a closet, but a cylinder is a cylinder. 

Jeff said he didn’t care about the aesthetics, his master bedroom would be his private domain, and he was free to do there whatever he wanted. So it was decided to build a round room, which Mike designated as the rotunda, in Jeff’s master bedroom. 

The next day Mike contacted a contractor who handled all repair matters in the building. The man showed up at the agreed time, and Mike, together with Jeff, made a brief presentation on the scope of the work required. The contractor took notes, made some drawings, measured all rooms and the opening in the wall, then spent ten minutes on some calculations, and, finally, announced that the full renovation, including the erection of the new wall and the rotunda, would cost sixteen thousand dollars.

Jeff gasped and looked at Mike. Mike looked at the contractor and said, “Fine.”   

“Do you have board approval for the new internal structure?” The contractor spoke with an accent heard in certain parts of Brooklyn.

 “The board should know nothing about it. What board in its right mind would permit you to build an internal structure?” 

 “That’s why I’m asking. If there’s no board approval I can’t do anything.” 

“You don’t want to lose this job, because it’s a small job with a big pay.”

“The pay is okay, but if they learn about it, you will have to bring it down, and it will bring me down too. The demolition will have to be done by another guy, and he will be forever thankful to you for the opportunity of a lifetime.” 

“All right, what if I’ll pay you an extra five grand?” 

“You’ve gotta be kidding. For five grand I will risk losing the entire building?“ 

“It’s not five, it’s twenty-one—” 

“No.” 

“Twenty-five.”

The contractor turned to the door. 

“Fifty.”

 The contractor stopped on his way, his leg over the rolled rug, which he was in process of stepping over, as though sudden paralysis struck him frozen solid. Still standing with his leg up, he slowly turned his head toward Mike and looked into his eyes with great attention. Then, probably realizing that such a position was far from best for conducting successful negotiations, he put his leg down and said, “I couldn’t even explain to them why I’m bringing the materials in. It’s supposed to be a small job, and I’ll have to carry beams, sheetrock—”

“Put them in crates. Like furniture or paintings. All right, name your own price, including the packaging,” Mike said. 

“A hundred-twenty,” the contractor blurted out.

“Come on!” Mike wrinkled his nose and stretched his lips to the extent that not only the contractor, but just about anybody, could see that greed overwhelming the contractor was outrageous and despicable.  And if it hadn’t been a side effect of his momentary paralyzing sickness, Mike wouldn’t even have bothered to continue talking to him. “Be real. First, you ask for sixteen grand, and next, you want ten times that. Out of my generosity—sixty. Take it or leave it. I’m damn serious.”

The contractor looked at Mike inquisitively, trying to figure out if it was true; and he figured it out. Yes, Mike was damn serious.

“But I couldn’t carry that many crates through the lobby without notice,” the contractor tried as a last resort.

“Oh, come on,” Mike said. “Do I have to tell you what to do? Three hundred bucks—no, five hundred to those two extortionists in the lobby, and a couple extra bucks to your workers, and no one will ever know what was in those crates. Don’t be so cheap. You’re gonna make your half-year salary in one shot.”

“All right. When do you want me to start?”

“To start? Look at this man! You must ask me, when I want you to finish. Annual salary! Can you imagine!” Mike was nearly screaming.

“When do you want me to finish it?” The contractor lowered his voice. “ Sir,” he added.  

“Now you’re talking,” Mike spoke in a forgiving tone. “Three days. Use metal studs and put five layers of aluminum foil from top to bottom. It must be all wrapped in aluminum foil. Don’t finish the walls from the inside until I check the foil—”

“What aluminum foil?” the contractor looked bewildered.

“Go to a supermarket. Buy two boxes of foil, the type you wrap your sandwich with.”

“Aha, that’s like a sauna.”

“Excellent. And I must check it, so don’t finish the inside. Call me when you’re ready. I’ll stop by to check it.”  

“What do you need it for?” The contractor switched to a whisper.

“No more questions. That’s what I’m paying you for.” 

And the contractor disappeared.

“What an unspeakable scumbag!” Mike seemed to be irritated by the whole affair.

“Why do you wanna deal with him? And sixty grand—just the other day we didn’t have sixty cents for a hot dog,” Jeff exclaimed.

“The man won’t open his mouth even on his deathbed, fearing to lose this building. And we need complete secrecy for as long as possible, preferably forever. Now tell me what should we call your new camera obscura, your temple of science, your Ivory Tower? Even though it will look more like a tower now, it sounds a bit medieval. We need something modern, something solid.”  

“Think tank.”

“What?”

“Think tank. First, it’s fashionable and it’s catchy. Second, it looks like a tank, pretty massive.”

“Jeff, it’s catchy indeed, my friend,” Mike said. “So ‘think tank’ it will be. Though it will be our secret designation for the rotunda. And let me ask the guy to paint the door ivory. For sixty grand he should gild it.” Mike continued in a business-like tone, “Now we have to give it some thought on how to furnish our habitats. To reflect our new status, it must be on a grand scale.” 

With that in mind, Mike embarked on a shopping spree. Catalogues with designers’ bedroom sets, leather sofas and coffee tables were mingled with those showing fancy curtains, sheets and towels. Art galleries’ flyers intermixed with antiques auctions’ prospectuses.  Mike hired an interior decorator, and paintings, statues and vases filled his apartment. 

Jeff could escape Mike’s heavy hand only in successfully fighting off the decorator’s services. In other venues, his weak attempts to assert his modest tastes and save some money along the way were crushed by Mike mercilessly.  The only deviation from Mike’s hard line that Jeff managed to get was massive-looking Scandinavian teak furniture, as opposed to the sleek Italian furnishings Mike wanted to impose on him. Needless to say what kind of a reaction it brought in Mike, when Jeff tried to argue that there was no need to buy stuff for the second bedroom since it would hardly ever be used. The second bedroom was furnished fully, just in case Jeff had an occasional guest. And as a punishment for his statement that he needed only one plate and one fork, which didn’t sit well with Mike, Jeff had to fork out a few thousand dollars for china and silverware. 

When he was done with their living arrangements, Mike announced he wished to celebrate the beginning of their new lives. The place Mike chose for that purpose happened to be an expensive restaurant where Jeff felt extremely uncomfortable. The waiter treated them with benign neglect, and even Mike ordering a very expensive wine didn’t change matters much, though things improved dramatically at the end when Mike left him a few hundred dollars as a tip. It moved the waiter to accompany them to the door.

Aside from Jeff, Mike’s celebration party included Brad and an attractive young female who was, according to Mike, “very high class.” She presented herself as an artist and a poet, presently working as a salesperson at an antiques store. And that’s where Mike had discovered her, which event she regarded as the hand of providence, as Mike proved to be very supportive for her aspiring talent. She also mentioned that she was working on an ode dedicated to him and offered to read excerpts from it, which offer Mike modestly rejected at first, but eventually, he succumbed to her insistence and gracefully listened to a few passages she read in a very inspired voice. Being not a great lover of poetry, Jeff understood only that Mike “saw a diamond shine through ashes,” and, to his total surprise, he learned that Mike was “a noble genius of modern times.” Nevertheless, he joined Mike and Brad’s restrained applause and clapped a couple of times too.  In short, they had a splendid time.

The next big item on Mike’s acquisition list was a car. But first he decided to find a place to park it. The best location he could think of was the underground garage in the building he lived in. Obtaining a permit for a parking spot became a goal, which Mike actively pursued. 

Here he had an unexpected setback though, as he encountered a stiff resistance from the board of directors of the condominium. Or rather, from one particular director who happened to be a high profile lawyer and who was adamantly against Mike “spreading his thin resources even thinner” by adding the proposed parking payment to his already impressive monthly maintenance bill. The said director stated, among other things, that the board didn’t want their low-income members to go broke and to deal with their lenders in their stead later; and the aforementioned members shouldn’t have been allowed into the building in the first place, since bankruptcies and financial liens of any kind cast a shadow on the entire condominium and thus reduced the value of their own investment; and Mike and Jeff were “pure lucky” because, if it wasn’t for his absence necessitated by his involvement with the tobacco litigation, neither of them would ever have come into possession of either one of their current properties; and Mike’s contract with his dubious securities firm, which he proudly waved with in front of the board, was just a piece of paper, not worth the time the board spent looking at it, let alone the terms and conditions, including the meager salary it specified; and so on and so forth. 

It was quite a revelation for Mike that later turned to be a source of grief and aggravation for him, because until that very moment he could not imagine that anybody might even remotely suggest that his multimillion-dollar contract with ABC Securities was a meager salary. 

Taken aback by this unforeseen attack, Mike was stunned at first. But his fighting spirit returned to him soon, and he led a triumphant campaign against the “moronic lawyer” and the “legal saboteur,” as he called his opponent privately, with the main issue of his campaign being his offer to pay double—no, triple the monthly fee for the parking spot. The board could not ignore the fact that Mike’s offer would enhance the cash flow of the corporation, and, after a quiet revolt, the lawyer was silenced and Mike’s offer accepted.

With the parking crisis out of the way, Mike asked Jeff to help him with his car shopping. Not that he needed advice, no. He knew what he wanted to buy. But the incident with the board made him feel uneasy. He needed some moral support, and Jeff could be quite instrumental at that.  

In the morning of the following Saturday, right after it was opened, Mike and Jeff entered a car dealership in one of the prestigious parts of the city. Their appearance triggered curious looks from salesmen gathered in a small group, chatting and sipping coffee.  Then one of them, a young energetic guy, stepped forward and approached the two friends.

“How are you this morning?” He spoke, gesticulating with his hands vigorously. “How can I help you?” he said with an accent featuring a heavy “ha” sound.

“Let me take an educated guess—you’re an Israeli,” Mike said.

“Must be my accent,” the man presumed.

“Not only that,” Mike responded. “One of the rules of conduct of an Israeli soldier states, ‘Don’t talk in the trenches or else they can shoot your hand off’,” he continued with a smile.

“That’s nice,” the man laughed. “When I was in the army, I heard another one, ‘Don’t enter into a business transaction with the enemy during a skirmish’,” and he laughed again, still gesticulating.

“So we have to avoid a skirmish to enter into a business transaction.”

“You’re at the most friendly dealership in town.”

Mike and Jeff shook hands with the salesman, introduced themselves, and Mike informed him that he was looking to buy a Ferrari. 

The guy, whom Mike christened “the soldier,” turned to be very helpful as he showed Mike the car and demonstrated its features. He offered a test drive, but Mike said it wasn’t necessary.

“What kind of a price could you give us?” Mike asked after the presentation was over.

“I’ll tell you what,” the Israeli salesman said. “I like you guys and I’ll give you the best price in town. I don’t shoot for huge commissions like those fellows do.” He nodded in the direction of the group of salesmen, still drinking their coffee. “They don’t want to bother with people like you. They prefer to work with tycoons and celebrities to make half of their annual salary in one shot. I take small commissions, but I made two sales in the past two months.” He grinned and continued, “I’ll show you all the numbers and you decide if it’s fair. Here is our invoice price.” He scribbled a number on a piece of paper. “Here’s what the dealership wants to sell it at.” Another scribble. “My take in this is almost nonexistent. Anything above that is forty percent mine. So if you give me this much,” one more scribble, “I would be very happy,” he ended his sales pitch.

“How much do those guys usually make on a sale?” Mike moved his eyebrows toward the salesmen.

“They try to squeeze another twenty, thirty grand from a client. After they cross this line,” he drew another number, “almost everything goes into their pocket. Then they brag before each other who made the sale of the month.” He paused and said, “So, do you think it’s fair?”

“Well,” Mike answered, “why don’t we do it this way. You put down the highest sale number for the past six months and then add another five grand to it, so no one could beat your record in the foreseeable future.” Mike looked at the astounded salesman and added, “Do you like a deal like that?”

“The highest sale was—” The man thought for a moment and wrote the number down. “You mean, you want to pay me that much?” He added another five thousand to the number and looked at Mike questionably.  

“Why not make you a salesman of the month?” Mike joked.

“Are you going to finance it or it is all cash?” the salesman asked with some tension in his voice.

“What kind of financing do you have?” Mike inquired.

“Depends on the downpayment,” the man countered.

“I’ll put down about a half,” Mike replied. 

The Israeli told Mike the conditions of the financing, while glancing at Mike periodically as though he couldn’t believe Mike’s offer was for real. Then he wrote a bill of sale and began filling out the loan application.

“So why have those fellows showed no interest in us?” Mike asked the man leisurely.

“You don’t look right to them—in your jeans—” the salesman answered as he concentrated on the paperwork, and then added hurriedly and apologetically, “I mean, I don’t care how people are dressed, they all are just customers to me.”

“You’re a soldier and a diplomat,” Mike said 

“Yeah, an officer and a gentleman,” the salesman intoned him, writing feverishly.  

When he finished the application and made Mike sign it, the salesman disappeared behind the office door for a couple of minutes, and emerged from there to inform Mike that his manager required a certified check for the down-payment. Too big of an amount, you know.

 Mike said he had to take a trip to his bank. The soldier-salesman volunteered to come along, and the three of them departed, accompanied by curious looks of the other salesmen.

In an hour, Mike, Jeff and the Israeli got out of a cab, which brought them back from Mike’s bank, and when they entered the dealership, they received nearly a hero welcome. Salesmen shook Mike’s hand, wishing him good luck. They congratulated the ex-soldier with a good sale. They even shook Jeff’s hand.  The manager came out of his office and told Mike that if he, Mike, ever had any problems at all, he should call him, the manager, and he, the manager, would be happy to resolve them, the problems. 

It took them a couple of hours to fax the loan application to the bank and to wait for their response. With the day running well into the afternoon, the Israeli guy offered to buy lunch for his new friends and himself, and asked Mike what kind of a cuisine he preferred. Mike responded in a consistent manner—he ordered Chinese food for the entire dealership. Another show of gratitude and a round of handshakes followed, as the salesmen swirled around the desk with white boxes in a feeding frenzy. Finally, when the word came that all necessary approvals were received, the soldier-salesman ran to the office and came back with a box of Cuban cigars.

“It’s for you. That’s my salesman of the month award. I don’t smoke. They are real Cuban cigars, from Canada.”

“What if someone makes a better deal?” Mike asked.

“Then I will pay for the cigars.”

The Israeli salesman handed the keys to Mike and showered him with thanks on their way to the door. Also, he told Jeff that he will be happy to handle all paperwork when Jeff’s ready to buy his car; he will personally deliver it to his doorsteps, no need to wait in the dealership, it will be a pleasure, thank you, guys, thank you very much, have a great day—

They drove aimlessly through the streets.   

“Why did you pay so much? Just because the guy happened to be an honest salesman?” Jeff inquired.

“He’s as honest as his colleagues are. Most likely, the soldier lied to me about the invoice price, his commissions, and he certainly cheated me on the highest price paid. He never mentioned the major rule of conduct, and that is, ‘Tell the truth only to Mom and Dad.’ And selectively so. You know these Jewish guys. I just wanted to teach a lesson to those snobbish jerks so next time they run to the door when I come in, no matter what I wear. Remember how they descended on the free food?” Mike grinned and hummed a dancing tune.

“But that’s too expensive a lesson,” Jeff exclaimed.

“I don’t care. I will get all this money back on Monday. We’ll dip into this limitless well,” Mike rebutted, “with your help, of course. Well, let’s have a cigar, a real Cuban cigar,” he said. “Though I don’t want to burn my new seats with its ashes while driving.”

He pulled to the sidewalk and stopped next to a hydrant. The weather was rather on the cool side, but Mike opened the roof of his convertible and lit up. Jeff suffered from the combination of cold and smoke, but Mike puffed his cigar in obvious enjoyment. Suddenly, Jeff saw a face that seemed to be familiar, big nose, tall, blond guy—yes, it was Jim! Jeff had forgotten all about him. 

Here Jeff’s memories went back to a wet autumn morning on a Brooklyn street, a swinging light pole, a flying backpack. For some strange reason, an unexplainable fear crept into his mind. Jeff turned his head toward Mike, and at that very moment, Mike noticed Jim too. 

Being in a wonderful frame of mind, Mike waved his hand and shouted, “Jim!” without thinking of possible consequences. He immediately regretted his sincere outburst of happiness, because the same visions which depressed Jeff a second ago visited Mike too. But it was too late. Besides, it was hard to miss Mike, in a flashy car, with a cloud of smoke rising above him, as Jim had been staring at him for some time. 

“Hey, Jim!” Mike stepped out of his car and approached Jim. “How are you, old man?” 

Mike stopped close to Jim, holding his hands crossed on his stomach, obviously ready for a handshake if Jim went for one.

“So you made it, huh?” Jim said with spite in his voice. “Now you can play music whenever you want. Wonder when you did it the last time. You probably forgot when that happened.” He paused for a second and continued, “You’ve always been a shithead, show-off jerk.” 

“Jim, you’re wrong, man—” Mike seemed to be hurt by Jim’s words, “I made some money. I just wanna help you. Let me help you—”

“Help me? How could you help me, big shot? Give me a ride in your fancy car?” Jim said spitefully. 

“Here.” Mike pulled a bunch of banknotes from his wallet. Most of them were hundreds. “Here. Take it—”

Jim looked at the money, then he looked at Mike, and—

Here we would like to give our reader the freedom to imagine how Jim slapped Mike’s hand with his hand, from beneath, in an upward movement, and the banknotes flew from Mike’s hand up in the air. Like big butterflies, they fluttered around, slowly heading for the ground, and homeless people, appearing out of nowhere, began catching them in their flight. Then Jim grabbed the breast of Mike’s coat with his left hand. Apparently, being right-handed, he slammed his right fist into Mike’s lower jaw so violently that Mike’s head made a full turn on his neck, just like in Popeye cartoons, and his body collapsed on the sidewalk like a sandbag. And the money kept on falling down, and it began attracting not just the homeless, but some decent-looking folks too. Then Jim grabbed Mike by his hair and hit him in— 

Well, we’d like to stop this violent scene right there, because that’s exactly what happened to Jeff, that was the last picture he envisioned, but it would be too melodramatic for our reader, because in reality—    

Jim looked at the money, then he looked at Mike, and slowly stretching his hand, he took the money. He put it into his pocket, and, without a single word, he turned around and walked down the street away from Mike. But after a few steps, Jim stopped suddenly, turned his head back toward Mike and spat through his upper front teeth in Mike’s direction. Though the reasons for that were rather unclear. Was he displeased with the amount of money Mike had handed him? But he didn’t even count it! Could it be an impulsive excitement because of the unexpected windfall, which caused an excessive stream of saliva in Jim’s mouth? No, that was doubtful. Indisputably, there was much spite and despise in Jim’s spit. Odd, wasn’t it? 

“I thought he would throw your money at you,” Jeff confessed when Mike returned to the car.

“That would be too melodramatic for Jim.” Mike’s mood took a downturn.  “He loves money.” Mike turned the wheel and drove home.

Jeff didn’t see Mike for the remainder of the weekend. Jeff called him Sunday, but Mike didn’t want to go out, his tone was somber.  But he was back on Monday, upbeat and energetic as usual.
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