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Chapter Eleven

John lay in his bunk anticipating yet another sleepless night.  Around him sounded the cacophony of his friends’ snoring, interrupted only by the intermittent squeaks and squeals of the aged bunk springs protesting a shifting body.  Nonetheless, John paid little heed to din that filled the room on a nightly basis.  He had other, more pressing matters weighing on his mind.

Having grown increasingly unnerved since his last visit with Phleiss, John took the old man’s advice and searched for the book that would allegedly provide him with much-needed answers.  The trouble was, he wasn’t certain about the name of the author, and Phleiss had not mentioned the title of the so-called “masterpiece.”  However, he recalled thinking the name had sounded German, so it only made sense that he begin his search with someone who would be familiar with a German author – Astrid, Klaus, and Jürgen….the Beatles’ “exi” friends….
“Gerty….he wrote some sort of masterpiece….?” John coaxed.

For the benefit of the two friends whose English was significantly less than fluent, Klaus translated what John had said, but, after some discussion in their native German, the three merely exchanged looks of confusion.  Klaus shrugged his shoulders.  “I am sorry, John, but we do not know this writer of whom you speak.”

Astrid shook her head indicating that she, too, was at a loss, while Jürgen continued to think on it.

“Gerty?”  Klaus repeated. “You are sure he is German?”

John thought about this for a moment.  “Well…no…not sure.  I just reckoned he was.”

“And how did you hear of him?” Klaus asked.

John swirled the loose tea leaves in the bottom of his cup, trying to concoct a sensible answer.  “Ah…something I overheard at the club.”

Through Klaus, Astrid then asked, “What was it that he was supposed to have written his masterpiece about?”

John thought about this carefully.  “I’m not sure, but he might have written about an arrangement…a deal, ya know….you do this for me; I do that for you…?”

Klaus translated John’s reply, but, again, Astrid merely shook her head.  The group of four sat quietly thinking for a few more minutes, when Klaus snapped his fingers and exclaimed excitedly, “Wait a minute!  John, is it possible your writer’s name is Goethe?”  Klaus’ pronunciation of the strange name sounded close to what John thought he’d heard, the inflection of the second syllable just the slightest bit different.

Once Klaus said the name, both Astrid and Jürgen recognized it as well.

John cocked his head to the side, “Yeah, I think it is.  Why? Did he write something like that?”

Klaus nodded excitedly. “Yes, yes….He wrote a well known story in the last century.  It is called ‘Faust’.”

John averted his eyes in an attempt to hide just how interested he was in this story, “So, erm, how does the story go?”

“Let’s see….as I recall, Faust is a well-educated, but very dissatisfied man who enters into a pact with the devil,” Klaus recounted.

John felt a flash of cold pass through his body.  Trying to maintain an air of indifference outwardly, he made an effort to suppress the chaos he was experiencing inwardly.  As he spoke, his own voice sounded very far away, “I’d like to read this story for myself….any idea where I can find it?” 

“I have a copy from school,” Klaus explained, “but it is in German.  I am certain an English translation can be found.  Perhaps in one of the older book stores.  Many foreigners off the ships will sell and buy books in different languages for their travels. ”

John just nodded his head, not trusting his voice to remain steady, but there was one more thing he needed to know, and he needed to know it now.  “What exactly was the pact, Klaus?”

“Oh….Faust, who treasured knowledge – and a certain young lady – would be given what he most desired.”

“And….?” Impatient, John hazarded a look at Klaus.

“And what?”  Klaus asked in bewilderment.

“And what did this Faust have to do in return?”

“Oh, he had to give the devil what he most desired,” Klaus teased with a smile.

“Which was…?” John asked through gritted teeth, noticing Astrid’s head rearing up in surprise at his tone.

“What it always is in these stories, John,” Klaus replied as though the answer was obvious, “…his soul.”

Sure enough, Klaus had been right. John had found the book he sought a day later in a used book store in St. Pauli.  Like something out of Shakespeare – and just as difficult to read - it was a poem written as a play.  For the next week, John plowed through the story, struggling to comprehend the formal nineteenth century language.  At some points, he concluded that it couldn’t have been more difficult to understand if he had read it in its native German. By the end of the week, however, he had completed the book, understanding well enough the gist of the story, especially when coupled with Klaus’ earlier explanation.

Just as Klaus told him, Faust was a brilliant academic who desired beyond all else knowledge and recognition for his abilities, as well as the heart of the woman he loved.  He makes the acquaintance of the devil, Mephistopheles, who tricks Faust into a pact…he will serve Faust in life, helping him to attain all his desires provided that Faust agrees to then serve Mephistopheles in the afterlife.  The pact is outlined in the form of a contract and sealed when Faust signs it in his own blood.  Essentially, Faust agrees to sell his soul.

Now John lay awake in his bunk considering the several possible reasons why Phleiss told him this book held answers for him.  In the past month, John certainly had his eyes open to another side of reality, but what did this story, written a century and a half ago, have to do with him?  Surely Phleiss can’t expect me to believe this story could be true…?
John closed his eyes and tried to will his body to relax and his mind to settle.  Suddenly, his eyes shot open.  He rose from his bunk and knelt on the floor.  Crouching to reach under his bed, he felt in the darkness for the pen and notebook he often left there to jot down lyrics and chords as they came to him.  Retrieving both, he grabbed the book and his glasses as well, then stood, and slipped into his boots.  Leaving the room quietly, he made his way down the dim, dingy corridor towards the toilet.  

The small room was lit by a single bulb over the mirror.  It was dim, but bright enough for him to read by.  He sat on the toilet and flipped through the pages of the book until he came to the one he wanted.  Balancing both the book and the open notebook on his lap, he started to write.  As he progressed in his work, he wrote faster, and, when he was done, he leaned back, and blew a deep sigh through pursed lips. Fragments of memories and images flashed through his mind:  the French sailor he’d followed; the way Phleiss had known that he’d used the scarab; Phleiss’ alleged involvement with Churchill and Kennedy; his absurd claim to have created the ancient talismans; and now this.  What the fuck is going on? He ran the fingers of one shaky hand through his greasy hair and stared at the page he’d written on.
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