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Chapter  Six

“Where the hell have you been, John?  It’s almost eight – we’re on in twenty minutes!” Paul yelled irately.

John just glared at his friend while retrieving his guitar from its case.  “Ta, Paul, I can tell time.”

Stu intervened, “Hey, c’mon, there’s no harm done.  He’s here now, so let’s just get on with it, yeah?”

Without moving his eyes from Paul’s, John simply replied, “Yeah, right.”

By the time the four guitarists had all tuned up, it was time for them to take the stage.  As they were setting up, John reached for the microphone stand. It was then that Stu noticed that John’s hand was shaking.  He looked from John’s hand to his face, catching John’s eye.  “Alright?” he asked worriedly.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” John answered unconvincingly, but, before Stu could say anything more, John began the count in for the first song of the set.

More than ninety minutes later, the boys took their first break of the night. John sat with his mates during the break, as usual.  The mood at the table was light and fueled with more than just a bit of alcohol.  Try as he might, though, John couldn’t follow the conversation.  His mind was on other things. Profane things. Dark things.  

I just should have refused, he thought, but, deep in his heart, John Lennon knew he couldn’t have chosen otherwise. As insane as it all sounded, in the end, he gave in.  He wondered why.  Because I have to know.  Unfortunately, he knew, there was only one way to know for sure, and it was now or never.  If he thought too long on it, he’d lose his nerve.

Draining the remainder of his pint, he rose from his chair.  “Hey fellas, I’ll just be stepping outside for some air.”

Paul just nodded his acknowledgement, but George started up out of his chair.  “I’ll go with you, John….”

“NO!”  John yelled, startling everyone at the table into silence.  Looking from one confused face to another, he tried to redeem himself, “Sorry, George.  I just need to be alone for a bit, yeah?”

“Yeah, sure, John,” the teenager replied, although the hurt was still evident.

With that, John turned and walked briskly from the club.  What he was going to do, he needed to do quickly.  Their break was only twenty minutes. 

Once outside the entrance to the Kaiserkeller, he surveyed the street.  Just up ahead, he saw a drunken sailor struggling to stay upright as he staggered down the street.  John took a quick look around him and started after the man, the golden scarab clutched tightly in his right hand.

The Beatles had stayed on after their last set to listen to their mates and main competition both in Liverpool and Hamburg, Rory Storm and the Hurricanes.  George and Stu left just before the Hurricanes finished, needing to stop off at their room before they all met up for breakfast at the Mission.  When Rory and his Hurricanes along with John, Paul, and Pete arrived at the Mission, George and Stu had not yet arrived.  Pushing two tables together, the group of boys sat down to enjoy a bite to eat and some camaraderie.

“Shouldn’t Stu and George be here by now?” asked the Hurricanes’ drummer who went by the stage name “Ringo Starr,” but remained “Ritchie Starkey” to his friends and family.  Ringo had sat in a number of times for Pete and was becoming fast friends with the Beatles, especially their young lead guitarist.

“Ah, who knows with those two,” Paul answered dismissively. “They’ll be along.”

Just then the two missing Beatles arrived.  “There ya go,” Paul said to Ringo with a nod in the boys’ direction.

“What took yer so long, lads?  Lose yer way, did ya?” teased Rory.

“Nah,” George started excitedly, “we was watching the coppers carry off a body right there on our street!  Looked like a sailor or sommat!”

“Dead?” Paul asked in surprise.

“Of course he was dead, ye git!” replied Stu.

“Wha’ happened?” Paul demanded.

“How the hell should we know?”  Stu shot back.

“What I mean is, was he, you know, done in?” Paul drew his finger across his throat to make his point.

“Could have been an accident,” Ringo interjected.

“Nah, not with the way those coppers was looking around.  It was murder – had to be.”  George insisted.

“And just how the hell are you so bloody certain of that, George?”  John challenged angrily.

“W-well, I’m just saying, John….”

“Well, don’t ‘just say’ if you don’t fucking know!”  John slammed his mug down on the table, and slid his chair back noisily.  “I’m going home, I’m knackered.”  Without another word, John stormed out of the Mission leaving his friends in confusion.

Outside, John kept his head down and walked briskly along the Reeperbahn.  Once out of sight of the Seaman’s Mission, he quickly turned down an alley.  Leaning against the dirty brick wall, his knees weakened and he slid down into a crouch.  Holding his pounding head in his hands, he lurched forward on all fours as his breakfast violently left him.

Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, John broke down and wept.  Christ!  Oh Christ, what have I done?  It’s real!  It’s bloody real!

In the back of his mind, John heard Ringo saying, “It could have been an accident.”

Struggling to hold onto the possibility, John rationalized, Yeah, it could have been. He could have had a bad heart. He could have woken up and stumbled out into traffic. He could have come across someone else who did him in.  For that matter, who’s to say it was even the same sailor?

One after another, thoughts flooded John’s mind, but all the rationalizations in the world couldn’t change what John knew to be true.  That sailor he followed last night was dead this morning, and it was John’s doing.

Still shaking, John gulped air trying to calm himself.  Suddenly, a single, clear thought emerged, rising from the chaos of his mind.  He latched onto that thought, allowing it to calm and focus him.  Wiping his face, he slowly rose to stand.  Once calmed down, he allowed that thought coherence.  If that part of the legend is real, then the rest has to be real as well. 

John walked slowly but purposefully toward the Grosse Frieheit. He needed to rest before he thought anymore on this.  As he made his way down the street, something he had actually managed to learn in school came back to him.  It was by Shakespeare, though he couldn’t remember the play – Hamlet?  He recalled the line, and it gave him an odd sort of gratification that he numbered among the few people in the world who fully knew the truth of it now:

There a more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.

When John awoke later that afternoon, he felt better.  As long as he didn’t dwell on the events of last night and this morning, he’d be alright.  After all, he reasoned, the hard part is over. Now, I just wait.  
Until then, there were gigs to do, girls to shag, hell to raise - plenty to keep him occupied in the meanwhile.  He just had to be patient and keep his eyes open.

The other lads, especially Stu, were relieved to see John back to himself.  A bit more subdued perhaps, but definitely more like the old John.  When they had gone and gotten themselves good and pissed later that night and were lamenting their stagnation in the Reeperbahn, it was John who cheered them up with that barmy imitation of American pop music films:

“Where we going, fellas?” he yelled in his pseudo-American voice

“To the top, Johnny!” they shouted in response.

“An’ where’s that, fellas?”

“To the toppermost of the poppermost!”

John leaned back against the bar and surveyed with satisfaction the drunken frivolity that followed. Slipping his right hand in the front pocket of his jeans, he fingered the scarab shoved deep within. With a grim smirk, he said to no one in particular, “Too bloody right.”

