Tanz Mephisto

by Terri
Chapter  Four

John sat on his own in the Seaman’s Mission, sipping his tea in deep contemplation.  It was a rare thing for one of the boys to go anywhere without at least one other. This morning, however, John felt the need to be on his own.  So, when the others begged off their usual cornflake and tea breakfast in favor of sleep, John slipped out.  He had a lot weighing on his mind since last night.  

The truth was, he didn’t know which bothered him more…that he had been wrong and might have just jeopardized their futures after all their hard work and sacrifices or that he might be right, Phleiss would come through for them, but at a price higher than any of them wanted to pay.  Either way, John knew that, whatever happened, it was his doing.  What stuck like a knife in his gut is that he knew the others knew that, too.

Sighing heavily, he massaged his tired eyes and ran a hand through his greasy hair.  He turned toward the window and, for a moment, thought he was seeing things.  He just about leapt from the table, knocking his chair over in the process, and ran out the door.   Looking a short way up ahead, he saw the unmistakable form of Moephet Phleiss.  Without even thinking, John ran after him he called, “Oi!  Mr.Phleiss!  Herr Phleiss!  Hold up!”

The older man, upon hearing his name being called, turned and spotted John making his way in his direction.  Phleiss made no move towards John, but waited for John to catch up to him.  As John closed the gap between them, Phleiss smiled, “Guten Morgen, my young friend.  I am surprised to see you up and about so early!”

John, who was bent over with his hands on his knees, catching his breath, could only nod.  Phleiss put his hand on John’s arm to steady him.  “There, there….Too many cigarettes, yes, my friend?”

John just smiled in response. As the windedness subsided a bit, John straightened up.  “I’m glad to have run into you, Mr. Phleiss.”

“Oh yes?” 

“Erm…yeah, you see…well, it’s like this…,” words failed John as he looked everywhere but at the man he was addressing.  Finally then, John just blurted out, “I need to talk to you about our…arrangement.”

Though he maintained a genial demeanor, Phleiss’ eyes narrowed almost imperceptively, “I see,” he answered slowly.  Then, brightening, “Well, let us at least go somewhere warm and have our discussion over a hot drink, eh?”

“Yeah, sure,” John replied.  Nodding back toward the Seaman’s Mission, he offered, “We could grab a cuppa in there.”

Phleiss peered around the younger man as if seeing the old building for the first time. His face reflecting obvious distaste, he responded, “Actually, I do not live far from here.  Perhaps you will allow me to offer you my hospitality?  That way, we can also enjoy privacy with which to discuss our business, hmmm?”

Looking into Phleiss’ face, especially in the light of day, John wondered what he had ever found intimidating about the man.  He certainly was no gangster, and, if he was a queer, well, John knew he could deal with that, as well.  In fact, at that moment, feeling foolish for all the apprehension he’d felt earlier, John was tempted to simply tell the older man that the deal was off and be done with it.  However, John’s curiosity and the promise of warmth and free tea enticed him to acquiesce.  

“Sure, that would be gear!” he said with a smile.

The two chatted amiably as they walked the two and half blocks to Phleiss’s home.  As they approached an old brick building with several storefronts lining its length on the street, Phleiss withdrew a key.

“This where you live?” John inquired.

“Ja, when I am in Hamburg,” Phleiss replied as he unlocked the large green door to the left of the first store.

John was not impressed.  Though not sure what he was expecting, he did not expect Phleiss to be living in a flat above a store.  After all, he had identified himself as a businessman, leading John to speculate, If he was any good, wouldn’t he at least have a proper house?  
As they ascended the first flight of stairs inside, John idly wondered how many flights up the older man lived.  He didn’t have to wonder for long as Phleiss turned and walked the length of the long corridor at the top of the flight.  As John followed, he tried to figure out what was unusual about the corridor.  However, before the answer could find form, they came to a large mahogany door that John thought seemed oddly out of place in the run down building. Phleiss pulled out yet another key and busied himself with the lock, allowing John the opportunity to study the strange door with its intricate carvings that he couldn’t quite make out in the poor light. Only as they crossed the threshold did something finally strike John – there were no other doors leading to other flats anywhere along that corridor.  Before he had the chance to ask Phleiss about this oddity, light flooded the room before them, and John audibly gasped as he stared in disbelief.

