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“So, what’s she like, then?” John asked Stu, prompting the rest of the boys to grin and snicker.

“What? Who?”  Stu asked in confusion, glancing around the small room at his mates.

“Astrid, ya git!” John replied, tossing an old, decrepit pillow at him.

“What do ya mean, ‘What’s she like’?” Stu asked irritably as he deflected the stained projectile.

“You know, for a shag?” John wiggled his eyebrows suggestively.

“Ah, fuck off, Lennon.  I don’t go asking after Cyn like that, do I?”

Staring straight ahead as he lay on his bunk, John pretended to consider this.  “No.  No, you don’t, Stuart,” he replied formally.  Then, swinging his head around to look at his friend, he added, “but I’d tell ya if ya did.”

“Well, I’m not!”

“Aw, c’mon now, Stu.   We’re just curious,” Pete added with a smirk.

“Yeah, son.  She does seem like a bit much for yer skinny arse to handle.” Paul joined in the teasing.

“Oh aye,” John concurred.  “I’d wager she’s a right back-scratcher, that one.”

“Most assuredly!  I reckon she bites as well.” Paul countered in mock sincerity.

“Strikes me as a real screamer,” John added as all the boys, including Stu, joined in laughing.  “Isn’t she, son?” he asked Stu.

“Oh, aye, a right banshee, John,” Stu responded smiling and shaking his head in resignation.

“I think she has great tits!”  George interjected, grinning widely.

Stu just glared up at the boy where he was sprawled across his bunk as the room went quiet in stunned silence, and then erupted in laughter again.

“You wouldn’t know what to do with tits if you found ‘em beneath yer pillow, ya puddin’!” John laughed.

“Oh, hey now, John, our Georgie here is a right Cassanova these days,” Stu said, pretending to defend their young friend. Turning to George then he added, “isn’t that so, liebchen kind?”

The other boys all howled with laughter while George blushed fiercely. This pet name, meaning “beautiful child,” was endowed upon George by some of the female patrons at the Kaiserkeller.  The boys all knew it was a source of tremendous embarrassment for the teen as these women would often yell this to him on stage while making lewd gestures of proposition.  His youth and shyness kept him from taking most up on their offer.

“Ah, fuck off, the pair of ya!” George replied angrily as he pretended to ignore them by opening a comic book. 

Stu, often the one to seek peace and make amends, said with a laugh, “Oh, c’mon Georgie, we’re just takin’ the piss!”  When this failed to placate the boy, he added, “We know it’s just that yer particular about yer birds. Unlike Paul’s, at least yours’ have teeth!”  That drew a giggle from George, laughter from John and Pete, and drowned out protests from Paul.

“Listen you, it wasn’t my fault!  I was pissed and it was dark!” Paul rationalized semi-seriously.

This only served to instigate another round of laughter.

“I can’t help it if I need lots of sex!” Paul shot back indignantly.

“Yeah, and sometimes he actually has it with another person!” John added, laughing.

Whatever admonishment Paul shouted was drowned out by the boys’ raucous laughter.

As the frivolity died down, John looked at his watch and pulled himself up out of bed with a grunt.  Reaching for his jacket, he informed the others, “I have to go out fer a bit.”

“What?  Now?  It’s nearly noon, John, aren’t ya tired?” Stu asked.

“Yeah, I am, but I have to take care of something. I won’t be long,” he said without looking at anyone, slipping into his jacket.

“Ya want me to come with ya, John?”  George asked tiredly.

John was genuinely touched by George’s offer.  He knew they all were exhausted after several long nights in a row of playing for hours on end.  Yet, knowing that Hamburg could be a dangerous place, they usually avoided going anywhere alone.  However, what John had to do, he had to do alone.  He answered kindly, “Ta, George, but no.  You get some sleep, son.  I’ll be back soon enough.”

“Christ, John, ya really don’t wanna go out there now….it’s raining cats and dogs!” advised Pete.

“Yeah, make sure ya don’t step in any poodles!” George joked to the sounds of groans around the room.

John just rolled his eyes.

Stuart, the only one not already stripped down and in his bed, listened to the exchange with a smile, but despite all the buoyancy, he was concerned.  All the boys sensed a change in John lately – a tenseness that wasn’t there a month ago.  Stuart decided it was time to ask.  “I’ll walk you out, Johnny.  I could use some fresh air before sleep anyway.”

“Right,” John agreed….then, to the others he added, “Cheers, fellas.”

A chorus of “good-night” followed, except for Paul, who, lifting his head from his pillow, instructed, “And don’t be making a racket when ya come back in.  Ya wake me, I’ll cripple ya!”

John blew a kiss in Paul’s direction, eliciting a rude ‘two-finger salute’.”

The two boys headed out the door.  As they reached the outside exit, Stu stopped John with a hand on his arm.  Narrowing his eyes, Stu looked directly at John and asked, “Alright, John?”

John gave a half-laugh.  “Yeah, I’m fine.”  He was going to add “why?” but decided against it.  He really didn’t want to hear the reasons why his best mate was worried about him.  He knew the reasons already anyway, but he had an irrational fear that having them spoken aloud would somehow make the severity of his situation all the more real.  He didn’t think he could deal with that now.

“Okay, John,” Stu responded in resignation, “…don’t tell me, but don’t pretend that we both don’t know there’s something off, either.”

John looked around him, seeming to consider this.  He couldn’t meet Stu’s eyes as he answered, “I wish I could tell ya, Stu, I really do, but I can’t.”

Stu just nodded.  “Right, well….if you change yer mind…yeah?”

“Yeah, I know, Stu, ta.”

Stu patted John’s arm twice and turned to go.  “’ey Stu?”

Stu turned back toward John.  The rain started falling harder, making it difficult to hear what John was saying, “Er…you and Astrid…ya know…I’m glad.  That is, I really am happy for you…for the both of you.

Stu smiled, “Ta, Johnny,” and he turned and started the short walk back to the room.

John watched his friend’s retreating back until he couldn’t see him anymore.  He found himself desperately wishing that he could share his troubles with Stu.  He hated having to withhold so much from his mates, and he especially detested having to lie to them.  Now, here they were all so far from home with only each other to rely on, and this situation he was embroiled in had really driven a wedge between them.  John was feeling the loss keenly.

Turning his attention toward the sky, he determined that the downpour wasn’t going to let up anytime soon.  Pulling his jacket collar up around in his neck, he hunched his shoulders, and heaved his body forward through the dismal, sodden Hamburg streets.  He walked as swiftly as he could, weaving his way around the umbrella-toting crowds as he hurried toward Phleiss’s street.  

Twenty minutes later, John was standing in front of the familiar red brick edifice, scanning the three stories of windows and seeking signs of life, but all the windows were dark.  Approaching the door to the side of the shops, John gave a short laugh in surprise as he noticed the rows of doorbells just to the left of the door.  Phleiss really wants people to believe that these are flats!  Wonder if any of the neighbors wonder why the only ones coming and going are him and that prat who works for him.  
There was little shelter in the doorway to protect John from the pouring rain as he stood there wondering which bell, if any, rang into the house.  Hazarding a guess, John chose one randomly and pressed.  A few seconds later, he just about jumped out of skin as a voice came over an intercom hidden in a recess of the jamb, “Ja…?”

Oh Christ!  It was whatizname…. “Wilhelm.”  John mentally rehearsed his very bad German to convey what he needed to communicate.

Practically yelling to be heard over the torrent of rain, John gave it his best try:  “Erm…ja…mein…er…mein name ist John Lennon und…I, that is… ich….bin hier…erm …Christ!…bin hier… zu sehen… Herr Phleiss.  Er…Ist he zu… hause?

John swiped the water from his face with his hand, his frustration with the weather and the language escalating to a boiling point.  Seconds passed, and just as he was beginning to wonder if Wilhelm might not have heard or understood him….

“You would like to see Herr Phleiss, yes, Herr Lennon?” Wilhelm’s voice came over the intercom, speaking near perfect English.

John simply stared at the small black box, stunned.  Repressing the urge to rip the intercom from the door jamb, he leaned into the box and in his best sarcastically pleasant tone answered, “Why, yes, I would please, if it wouldn’t be too much trouble that is, thank you very much.”

“One moment, please.”

Suddenly a buzzer sounded making John jump again. What the fuck…?!

“Open the door, please, Herr Lennon,” Wilhelm instructed.

John did as he was told, and entered the dark foyer.  Removing his jacket, he shook the water from his drenched body as best he could.  He then began his ascent up the stairs towards the door Phleiss brought him to on his last visit.

Wilhelm was already at the opened door as John approached, holding a towel in one hand and slippers in the other.  “Good afternoon, Herr Lennon,” he said handing John the towel and taking the damp jacket.  “If you will please remove your shoes here, Herr Phleiss has requested that I provide you with a robe while I see to your wet clothing.”

John towel dried himself quickly and leaned against the wall as he exchanged his drenched boots for the slippers, the towel now draped around his neck, “Ta….I can’t believe I was lucky enough to choose the right doorbell down there….could’ve been stuck out there pressing buttons all afternoon!”  John said, attempting to make conversation.

“You would not.  All of the doorbells ring into the house,” Wilhelm clarified.

“Ah,” was all John replied, nodding his head. 

“If you will follow me, I will show you where you may change,” the butler said over his shoulder, not even waiting for John to follow.  Pointing to a door, he added, “You may change in there and leave your clothing.  The robe is hanging in the closet. When you are ready, I will bring you to where Herr Phleiss is waiting.”
He directed John to a small bathroom just off the entrance.  While functional in its utility, it lacked any of the extravagance found elsewhere in the house.  John briefly wondered if this was a designated “servants’ bathroom.”

Suspecting that Wilhelm would wait on the other side of the door until he emerged, John quickly peeled off his blue jeans, jumper, and socks, opting to keep his pants.  Opening the closet, he found the robe. It was deep burgundy jacquard with velvet lapels and looked more like a long smoking jacket than a proper robe. Throwing it around his shivering body, John noticed that it was several times too big for him, the length alone extending almost to his ankles.  Pulling it closed around him, he tied the sash around his waist.  It’ll do. At least it’s dry and warm.  It occurred to him that there was no possible way this robe belonged to either Phleiss or Wilhelm – it was far too big.  A presumption that was confirmed when John noticed the initials “WLSC” embroidered in gold thread on the right front pocket.

Leaving his wet clothes draped on a hook, he opened the bathroom door.  Sure enough, Wilhelm was there, leaning up against a table with his arms crossed.  “Follow me, please,” Wilhelm said as he turned and started walking.

Behind him, John extended his right arm in his usual Nazi salute, but thought better of it and simply followed the tall blonde man into the parlor.

“Ah, my dear young friend!” Phleiss greeted John effusively. “This is a most pleasant surprise.  May I offer you your usual?” he asked with a graceful wave toward the wet bar.

“I wouldn’t say no,” John smiled tightly.

“You are keeping well, I trust?” Phleiss asked cordially as he tended to John’s drink.

“Not so bad.”

Phleiss glanced up at John and giggled.  “I apologize, John, but that was the only clothing I could think to offer you.  I assumed you would be just as pleased to be out of your wet things.”  He handed John the crystal glass nearly half-filled with scotch.  “This should help eliminate any remaining chill.  Come, let us sit by the fire.”

Settling into the overstuffed chair, Phleiss continued talking, “You know, that robe was left here by one of your fellow countrymen.”

John spread the bottom half the robe out from either side of his body, and, looking down, asked acerbically, “Just the one, then?”

The old man laughed at this.  “Yes, yes, he is a man of rather wide girth at that.”

“Why are there so many initials?”

Phleiss waved his hand dismissively, “Ach, is it not the way of the aristocracy?  They feel they must honor every forbear to stay in their good graces.  ‘WLSC’,” Phleiss read from the embroidered pocket. “Winston Leonard Spencer Churchill.”

John nearly choked on the scotch he was sipping as Phleiss said the name.  Recuperated, he started laughing, “Ah, go one, pull the other one!”

Amused, Phleiss replied, “I beg your pardon?  Pull the other what?”

“Churchill?  The Winston bloody Churchill?”

“Just so,” Phleiss answered amiably as he sipped from his glass.

“So, he just left it here, then?  Does he visit you often?” John asked in amusement.

Phleiss replied, “Not often, no.  However, we have enjoyed a mutually beneficial business relationship for many years.”

“Business relationship, yeah?” John said, smiling.  Just then, the implication of what Phleiss just said struck him, If that’s true, is it possible that Churchill himself had an “arrangement” with Phleiss as well?  
The question must have shown in John’s face as Phleiss flashed him a knowing smile.

Feeling abruptly ill at ease, John sipped at his scotch, absently glancing around the room.  It was then that he noticed a collection of luggage in the corner.

“Going somewhere?” he asked the old man with a nod in the direction where Phleiss’ luggage sat.

“I am, yes – the United States. I leave for the airport in little more than an hour.”

“Oh, meeting up with Eisenhower, then?” John joked sardonically.

Phleiss gazed at the amber liquid he swirled in his glass, “Unfortunately, I have never had the pleasure of meeting General Eisenhower.”

“President.”

“Hmmm?”

“You mean President Eisenhower,” John stressed.

“Ah, yes,” Phleiss softly replied, then, as if coming out of trance, added, “No, my business is with the Kennedy’s.  After all, there is an election next week,” he added with a wink.

“Oh, do you have to give John Kennedy his talisman?” John played along.

“Not the son, no… the father….Joseph.  Now there’s a man whose talents can rival mine when it comes to brokering deals,” Phleiss giggled.

“So, I take it that John Kennedy will be winning that election next week.”

“Mmmm…,” Phleiss answered noncommittally.  “But, you did not walk over here in such unpleasant weather merely to speak of an election three thousand miles away, my friend, so, tell me, what brings you here?”

John cleared his throat, more for the purpose of stalling than anything else.  Taking a sudden interest in the contents of his glass, he kept his eyes downcast, “Right.  Well, you see, Moe….the thing is…ah….I’ve changed my mind. I-I just don’t think I can do this, ya know?”

Phleiss smiled condescendingly, “But I thought you did not even really believe in the power of the talisman, John.  You are telling me that, all of a sudden, you fear what you do not believe?  That seems rather….unlikely, my friend.”

John squirmed in his seat, wishing he could just give the talisman back and quit this strange man, “Yeah, well, ya never know, right?  I just don’t want to take the chance.”

“But what of your dreams?  What of the Beatles’ immortality?  You would give this all up because you do not wish to ‘take the chance’?  Now, that does not seem like you at all, John.  I was under the impression that you were a young man who welcomes risk.”

Though the tone of Phleiss’ voice remained cordial, John perceived an edge to it as well.  John barely recognized his own voice responding, almost meekly, “I just want to be done with it, Moe….that’s all.”

“Tsk…tsk….this is a most unfortunate turn of events.  Even so, John, I am afraid there is nothing I can do to help you.”

John’s head shot up as he looked at the old man quizzically, “Why not?”

“It is as I told you earlier.  Once you have used the talisman, it is your’s for life.  I could not accept it back now regardless of the reason.”

John studied his glass again and weighed his options.  He’s bluffing.  He couldn’t know I used it.  He’s just guessing.  John decided to risk that he was right, “But it hasn’t been used, Moe.  I just want to return it.”

Phleiss looked at John with something akin to pity, “But you did, John.  You used it that very night after I had given it to you.  You used it to take the life of a French sailor, mere steps from where you were working at the Kaiserkeller.”

John slowly raised his eyes in astonishment.  “How…?”

Phleiss ignored the question.  “You see, the moment you used the scarab, John, you empowered it with your essence.  The scarab serves you and you serve the scarab.  That can not be undone.”

“Are you spying on me?  Is that it?” John demanded angrily.

Phleiss looked at him sympathetically.  “I can understand your distaste for the process involved, but it is necessary.  All is as I explained before.”

John reclined back in the chair, feeling defeated and confused.  Slowly shaking his head in astonishment, he asked softly, “Who the fuck are you, Phleiss?  What’s in all of this for you?  You came to me….now yer telling me yer in with Churchill and Kennedy, and fuck all knows who else.  You got money, but ya hide it.  You’ve got a cabinet filled with shit that belongs in a fucking museum….just….who are you?”

Staring at John, with a slight smile playing at the corners of his mouth, Phleiss said nothing for several beats.  

“Are you familiar with Goethe?” he asked offhandedly.

John was not in the mood for any more of Phleiss’ lessons.  “Oh, aye, I used to shag his sister!” he snapped sarcastically.

The old man gave a small laugh as he rose from his seat to tend the dying fire.  “You should read his masterpiece; it would serve to answer many of your questions, my friend.”

“Right, I’ll do that before tea.”

Again, Phleiss gave a chuckle, “I enjoy your company, John.  You have a fine mind and quick wit.  Unfortunately, I must now prepare for my journey.  I will have Wilhelm bring you your clothing, hmmm?”

Resigned to the fact that he’d receive no further help or information, John answered distractedly, “Yeah, fine.”

“I look forward to seeing you upon my return, John.  We will speak more.”

“I can’t bloody wait,” John replied derisively.
“Have courage, John.  You will not go unrewarded.”  When John said nothing in reply, Phleiss said, “I will bid you a good-day then,” and he turned and started walking out of the room.

John was deep in thought, then, suddenly, he snapped his head up.  “Wait…Moe?” he shouted as he trotted after the man.  He just caught him as Phleiss was pulling the gate shut to the gilded lift that would take him to the upper floors.

The old man stopped. “Yes, John?”

“The first time you used a talisman, how long after the…erm…tribute…did something…ya know…happen?”

Phleiss smiled kindly as he swung the lever to start the lift, “Oh my dear young friend, I do not use the talismans, I create them.”  

John felt the blood drain from his face as he watched the lift makes its noisy ascent.

