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“Ah, Christ, mate…it’s good to have ya home again!” John slurred drunkenly, clapping Stu on the back.  The two young men had been at The Grapes for the better part of three hours.  They sat at their usual place in the pub – next to the girl’s loo.  In the early evening, as the work day was ending, young women would crowd the small room, changing their clothes and fixing their make-up and hair, preparing for the night of clubbing ahead. John and his mates would sit there making liberal use of both the proximity and the mirrors that hung opposite the room to avail themselves of the numerous feminine mysteries that took place in the sanctity within.  Any flash of skin sighted was deemed a triumph to be celebrated with another round.

“Aye, well, it’s good to be back, Johnny,” Stu said with a grin, then, turning serious,  cautioned, “but remember, John, I’m only back for a couple of weeks now.”

“Ah, sure ya can stay two further and go back with us? We’re the fucking tops now, Stu!  We’ve got ‘em eating out of our hands, mate!”

Stu smiled and shook his head, “Nah, John, I promised Astrid I’d be back the fifteenth…and I’ve got art school to see to as well.”

John narrowed his eyes at his best friend, “Fer chrissakes, Stu!  She’s turning ya into a right fucking housefrau, she is!”

“Hey, c’mon Johnny, there’s no need for that, mate…”

“And fucking art school?  We’ve got fucking art school right here!”

“I love the girl, John, and I want to be with her as much as she wants to be with me,” Stu replied defensively.

“Ah, sod that!  Next time I see ya, you’ll have grown a twat and tits, so ya will!”

Stu tried to diffuse John’s drunken tirade by laughing it off, “Okay, John, we’ll see, son.”

“Bloody right we’ll see.  Fuck!  I gotta take a piss!  Order me another,” John demanded, sliding his empty pint glass towards Stu and stumbling off in the direction of the toilet.

Stu sighed, wishing he could get John out of the pub.  He couldn’t talk to John when he was like this – drunk and obnoxious.  According to George, it was a habit that had become increasingly common as of late.  Although he wished he could have just dismissed the younger man’s concerns about their friend, the past couple of days he spent with John confirmed what George had told him.  Something was wrong.  Very wrong.  He knew something had been off back in Hamburg, but John made it clear that he felt he couldn’t talk about it, so Stu backed down. Now, months later, John was getting worse.  Stu didn’t know what to do, but felt certain that plying John with yet more alcohol was not the answer.  

He watched as John stumbled back out into the pub.  The combination of near-blindness and drink caused John to careen into a small table littered with glasses.  To the consternating shouts of the three men sitting around the table, John apologized with mock-remorse.  

Oh Christ!  He’s legless!  Stu thought to himself in a panic.  He jumped up before John could do any more damage.  Addressing the largest of the three, “There, mate, ‘salright now…no worries, eh? Here, here’s a fiver, let me to buy you lads another round or two, yeah?”  Stu tossed the bill on the table.  Then, grabbing John’s arm, he pulled him toward the exit.

“Fuck, yer turning into a nancy!”  John sneered as the two clumsily stumbled into the street.

“Ta, John, yer very welcome,” Stu responded sarcastically.

“There was a time when you’d have crippled the fuckers, Stu!  What is this shite, eh?”  The contempt in John’s voice was almost palpable, and it made Stu wince.  Reaching the limit of his patience, Stu let go of John, causing him to slide ungracefully to the curb.  With his arms reeling, Stu stood before John and shouted, “Christ, John, they would have fucking murdered ya as pissed as ya are!  I did ya a favor, mate, a favor!  What the fuck is wrong with you?”

Stu didn’t get angry often.  In fact, one of things that most attracted John was Stu’s easygoing personality.  John knew he could be a right bastard sometimes, and it had cost him more than one friendship in the past, but… Stu would forgive me anything - anything….Anything? 

John hung his head, and mumbled something into his chest.

“Eh?” Stu was alerted by the change in John’s tone.  “What did ya say?”

John raised his head, causing Stu to rear back in surprise as he saw the tears streaming down his friend’s cheeks.  “Christ, John…what the fuck is it?” he asked in awe as he slid down next to the younger man.  “What’s with you, mate?”

John couldn’t bring himself to look at Stu, “I’m fucked, mate…I’m fucked.”  His head dropped again.

Stunned, Stu sat staring at John. Momentarily laying a hand on John’s shoulder, Stu gave it a shake, saying, “C’mon, John, tell me.  Tell me why yer fucked, mate.”

John shook his head, “It’s bad, Stu,” he whispered shakily, “…it’s the worst.”

Stu sighed heavily, “But what is it, John?  It may be that it’s not as bad as ….”

“I’M A FUCKING KILLER, STU!!!” John screamed in the street, the tears running in rivulets down his face.

Stu looked around to see if anyone had heard, grateful when he saw people going about their business.  Confused, he asked quietly, “John, what d’yer mean?  Who are you supposed to have killed?”

John was mumbling incoherently, forcing Stu to stay near just to hear him, but what Stu was hearing made no kind of sense. “We’re gonna be famous…he promised, Stu…I did it…two people…dead…I killed them…it was me…he said so,” as he rambled on, John started sliding into drunken unconsciousness.

“Who?  Who are ya talking about, John?” Stu asked, trying to shake John awake. “John?  John?  C’mon, mate, wake up.  Talk to me.  What are ya saying?  Who’s ‘he’?  Did somebody make ya do something?  John?  C’mon!”

John roused to semi-consciousness, “I’m afraid….”

“Of what? Of him?”  Alarmed, Stu was practically shouting himself now.

Half-conscious, John murmured as Stu leaned in closer to hear him, “I’m afraid…they won’t be the last….”

“John,” Stu yelled, futilely shaking his friend’s arm, “wake up, John!”

No amount of effort would rouse John from his drunken slumber.  Stu plopped back down on the curb beside John’s crumpled form, contemplating the mystery of how he was going to get John home and trying to suss out just what the hell John was talking about.  Consciously, Stu might have dismissed John’s ravings as the overactive but troubled imagination of a drunken young man.  Nonetheless, an inexplicable sense of panic overtook Stu as he heard the echo of his friend’s words:

“I’m afraid they won’t be the last….”

