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Chapter Three
 
“Gentleman, a pleasure,” said Phleiss nodding in acknowledgement as each boy self-consciously introduced himself. Of the five Beatles, all but Pete remained behind to speak with Herr Phleiss. Their staid drummer, claiming he was “right knackered” and in need of sleep, had returned to the rooms at the back of the Bambi Kino that had served as “home” for the young Englishmen since their arrival in Hamburg a month and a half before. 
 
“So, what’s this about your wanting to talk to us about our future Mr. Phleiss? Are you in show business or sommat?” questioned George, displaying his typical candor. Both Paul and John shot him a look of annoyance. Stu just grinned into his pint.
 
Contrary to being offended, Phleiss seemed amused, and replied with a chuckle. “Alas, no, Herr Harrison, I am not, but I do have a somewhat unique talent for business, and show business is, after all, still a business, is it not?”
 
He looked at the boys expectantly. They, in turn, looked from one to the other, coming to a silent assent. John took the lead, “So, what is it you think you can you do for us then, Mr. Phleiss?”
 
Growing serious, Phleiss leaned forward toward the four, and lowering his voice, asked conspiratorially, “How much do you want to succeed, gentleman?”
 
Taken back by the question, Paul, Stu, and George looked at each other in surprise. John, however, replied acerbically, “Enough that we’re talking to you.”
 
Phleiss’ intense expression didn’t even waiver.
 
Fearing that John could offend and drive off this possible benefactor, losing them the first real opportunity that’s come their way in a while, Paul attempted to redeem the situation as he looked Phleiss in the eye and replied earnestly, “Very much, Mr. Phleiss.”
 
“And what are you prepared to do to succeed?” Phleiss asked sternly.
 
Bollocks, Stu thought to himself, ….this one’s on the make. I knew it! The boys were used to occasional offers like this in the Reeperbahn. Offers from gangsters and pimps - thinly disguised as businessmen - that would have them doing everything from stealing to assault to blackmail in return for money, better accommodations, girls, and so on. Stu was convinced Phleiss was no different, and, leaning back in his chair, picked up his pint with every intention of tuning out the remainder of the conversation. He then noticed, however, that John, Paul, and George were still listening intently to what Phleiss was saying. Christ, are they going soft or sommat?! Can’t they see what he’s up to? Bloody wanker! 
 
Concerned now, Stu tried to focus on what Phleiss was saying, despite the increasing effects of the alcohol and prellies.
 
“You see,” Phleiss began as he leaned back in his chair, “in my business, I have come across so many individuals who have the dream and some, even the talent. Very few, however, possess the one thing that is vital to true success.”
 
“What’s that then?” John asked, his eyes narrowed in suspicion.
 
“Hunger,” Phliess replied decisively.
 
“Hunger,” John repeated flatly.
 
“Yes, Mr. Lennon, hunger. Most people simply are not hungry enough – that is, they are not motivated enough to attain their dreams. Dreaming, after all, is the easy part. We all have our fantasies, we all imagine how our lives could be different, but so very few are willing to take the risks and make the sacrifices necessary to make them a reality. Hunger is what drives us to succeed. It is more powerful than inspiration, more potent than ambition. Hunger compels us to achieve our heart’s desire. It is, how shall we say this? -- more primal.”
 
“Well, we’ve got that hunger, Mr. Phleiss,” Paul explained. “We’ve kept at this for years now, and we’re hard workers. We’re not afraid of making sacrifices,” he looked to each of his band mates in affirmation. Only George was nodding his assent.
 
Elbows resting on the arms of his chair, Phleiss steepled his fingers in front of his face and smiled mysteriously, “I am most pleased to hear this, my young friend, and, I must admit, I had thought as much. You can say I have a bit of a talent for discerning that sort of passion – that…hunger.” As he emphasized this last word, he looked at John directly.
 
“Right, so what happens now? Do you manage us?” asked George.
 
Phleiss waved his hand dismissively, “No, no. That will not be necessary. If we come to an agreement, gentlemen, my role will be solely that of a ‘silent partner.’ I will not be representing you in any way. I will merely be…erm…clearing pathways for opportunities. It will be your option to pursue those opportunities or not.”
 
The four boys looked at each other in confusion, as Phleiss sipped from his wine glass. “Begging yer pardon and all that, Mr. Phleiss,” John began sarcastically, “but we’re a bit confused. If yer not offering to be our manager, then what are you offering? That is, how are you gonna help us? And what’s in it for you?”
 
Phleiss appeared to consider this for a moment as he swirled the crimson liquid in his glass. “The ‘how’ Mr. Lennon, is not important. You need only know that I will. As for my…compensation, I’m afraid I can not discuss this until we have secured our agreement.”
 
At this, both Paul and George raised an eyebrow in surprise, while John continued to regard Phleiss with suspicion, and Stu wanted more than ever to get away from this strange, unfathomable man. Eyes narrowing, John said, “So, let me understand this, we’re expected to sign a contract without knowing what it is yer supposed to do fer us while also not knowing what percentage of our wages you’ll be asking fer.”
 
“Oh, no percentage, gentleman,” Phleiss chuckled condescendingly as he placed his glass on the table, “I’ll be asking for no money.” All four boys’ eyes widened in surprise at this revelation.
 
“Then what…” began George, but, again, Phleiss waved dismissively, “Quid pro quo, my friends. I will ask certain favors in return for my services.”
 
“What favors?” John asked, a bit more harshly than he had intended. 
 
Phleiss smiled sympathetically, “Again, gentleman, I can not say until…”
 
“Until we’ve signed yer bleeding contract - yeah, yeah, we know,” John ran a hand through his hair and sighed in frustration. 
 
Had it been anyone else making such an outrageous offer, John would have told him to “sod off,” but, just as he’d experienced earlier this evening, he had a feeling – no, it was more than a mere feeling, it was more like an intuition – that Phleiss was not trying to hustle them – that this diminutive little man with his gracious manners and solicitous demeanor was, in fact, quite powerful. Powerful enough to make good on his promise. Against all reason, John felt compelled to see just what “opportunities” Phleiss could create for them.
 
Through the haze of the alcohol and drugs clouding his mind, Stuart watched John’s face carefully, seeking any indication that his mate was just taking the piss by continuing this conversation. To Stu’s surprise and dismay, he slowly realized that John was actually considering this mad offer. Until that point, the older boy had kept his reservations to himself, but, fearing that his mates might actually be persuaded to take this deal and sensing that this was perhaps the only opportunity he would have to dissuade them, he summoned the nerve to ask “Erm…John?”
 
“Yeah?” John responded, snapping out of his reverie.
 
“A word, eh?” Stu nodded his head to the side to let John know he wanted to speak with him privately. Without giving John a chance to answer, he turned toward Phleiss, asking, “You’ll excuse us a mo?”
 
“Yes, yes, certainly. Please take all the time you need,” Phleiss responded affably.
 
Stu rose from his chair with an apologetic nod toward Paul and George, and John followed suit. Moving to the other side of the room, Stu looked back to ensure that they were out of earshot and began to voice his concerns, “Look, John, I’ve got a really bad feeling about this fella.”
 
John glimpsed over to where Phleiss was engaged in animated conversation with George and Paul, “Oh, I dunno….seems harmless to me. I just wish I knew what he’s after.”
 
“That’s just it, John!” Stu declared in drunken excitement, “He’s not saying, is he? I’m telling ya, there’s something not right about him – about all of this! Send him packing, Johnny!”
 
Eyes still trained on the table where Phleiss sat with his friends, John blew a sigh through his teeth, adding again, “I dunno.”
 
Stu was just about to step up his pleading when Koschmider came out from the office and walked over to where the two young men stood. 
 
“Die Beatles spiel Donnerstag nacht,” he ordered without preamble.
 
“Eh?” asked John confusedly.
 
“He just said we’re playing Thursday night!” Stu translated with surprise. “We’re supposed to be off, I’ve made plans with Astrid!”
 
“Oi, Bruno, no, ya don’t, ya jammy kraut git! No, Nein! No Beatles Donnerstag night! Nein, abso-bloody-lutely nein!” John yelled, now catching the attention of the three men sitting across the room waiting on him and Stu to return to the table.
 
“Ja, ja! Sie müssen!” Bruno yelled back.
 
“What’s ‘e sayin’?” John nudged Stu impatiently.
 
“I dunno,” Stu shrugged nervously.
 
The heated exchange brought Horst running over. Years as a bouncer in clubs in the Reeperbahn had trained Horst Frascher to “act now, ask questions later.” Fortunately, he saw just in time that Bruno was arguing with two of the Beatles or “peedles” as German patrons were fond of calling the boys, based on the similar phonetics of the two words, especially amusing because the German word also was used as slang for a certain part of the male anatomy.
 
“Oi, Horst, tell Bruno here there’s no way we’re playing Thursday night. It’s our only sodding night off!” John ordered loudly.
 
Horst found himself in a most undesirable predicament. He truly like these cocky young Englishmen and knew they were probably one of the hardest working and most talented groups on the Reeperbahn, but, shit, Bruno was his boss! Everyone knew you didn’t cross Bruno – for several reasons. Those who didn’t know this found out the hard way. So, in the end, Horst chose the safest option, “Hey, Johnny, Bruno understands English, you know. You don’t need me to translate for you,” he said with a nervous chuckle. One glance at his boss confirmed that Bruno saw right through him. Swallowing hard, he grew serious and told the boy dismissively, “Ach, well, you know, he’s the boss, yeah? You play Thursday night.” He patted John’s shoulder as he hurried away before he was dragged further into the disagreement. Bruno just glared at John and Stu, then, making an indistinguishable sound of disgust, turned on his heel and walked back toward his office.
 
“I guess that’s it then. We’re playing Thursday night as well.” Stu observed quietly.
 
“Fuck!” John exploded, kicking a chair over on his way back to the table. Plopping himself down in his chair, he grabbed his pint, and drained he glass. Slamming it down on the table, he growled, “We’re playing Thursday night.” Paul and George nodded wordlessly. They had heard the entire exchange.
 
“Tsk, tsk…It is a shame,” Phleiss commented with apparent concern. The boys had all but forgotten his presence during the argument. “To work so hard for so little and be capable of so much more.”
 
John stared at Phleiss, his anger not yet spent. Stu noticed John’s nostrils flaring as he breathed – like a fighter just after a round. He half expected John to take his frustration out on this strange little man, and, for the briefest of moments, almost felt sorry for the poor prick.
 
“We’ll do it!” 
 
Shocked and surprised, the three other boys jerked the heads in John’s direction. First of all, it was the policy in the group to decide things affecting the group as a group. Secondly, there were so many questions – so many unknowns. Did John really just actually commit them to a deal with Phleiss?
 
The wide, satisfied smile on Phleiss’ face indicated just that. He rose from his chair, extending his hand toward John, who shook it. “A very wise decision, my young friend. I am most pleased.” As he placed his hat on his head, he looked toward the other Beatles. “Gentlemen, I bid you all a good night. I will be in contact again shortly.”
 
The boys watched wordlessly as Phleiss walked leisurely out of the club. Paul slowly turned toward John who studiously avoided any of his bandmates’ shocked expressions. “What the fuck was that, John?” he asked earnestly.
 
“What?”
 
“You making the decisions fer all of us now?”
 
John tried to feign nonchalance and failed. “It’s not like we actually signed anything, is it?”
 
“You just fucking told him we would, though!” Paul’s voice was beginning to rise. “You’ve no idea what you’ve gotten us into, do ya?
 
The truth was, Paul was right, and if there was one thing John hated more than being wrong, it was Paul being right. He couldn’t let the lads see him vacillate. It was his band, he was the leader, and they simply couldn’t know that, yet again, he’d stuck his foot in it and spoke without thinking. So, as usual, he shifted his fear and insecurity into anger and indignation. Allowing his own ire to rise, John shot back, “Nothing that can’t be undone if need be!”   
 
As if to reaffirm his authority over the others, he grabbed a cigarette from Paul’s pack laying on the table between them. Glaring at Paul, he dangled the cigarette between his thin lips, struck the match, held the flame to the tip, and hoped like hell that no one else had noticed the slight tremble in his hand as he did so.
