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Chapter  Five

John whipped his head around as he heard Phleiss chuckle just behind him.  “Not what you expected, eh, my young friend?”

John moved slowly from the black and white marble tiled foyer into the parlor with its exquisite antique furnishings.  Looking side to side and up and down, John tried to take it all in.  Two walls of the large room were lined with built-in bookcases and filled with books ranging from very old to brand new.  Tapestries of a bygone era hung on the other two.  Crystal augmented the room, from the massive chandelier centered in the high ceiling to the glasses and decanter displayed on the wet bar in the corner.  Paintings and sculptures, some of which John recognized from his days at the Art Institute, added to the elegant ambience of the massive room.  Over by the windows, shining from years of multiple polishings, was a baby grand piano.  John was in awe.  “Is this stuff all real?” he asked.

“Oh yes,” Phleiss replied proudly.  “I am an avid collector of antiques and, of course,” he added with a nod toward a painting, “the Masters.”

“No offense, Mr. Phleiss, but, if you can afford all this, why do you live here instead of in a posh house or a proper flat?  Wouldn’t that be better suited to yer tastes?”

Phleiss seemed to ponder this.  “Let us simply say that I do not wish to appear obtrusive.”
Perceiving John’s confusion, he clarified, “You might have noticed that there are no other apartments on this floor.”  John nodded in agreement. “In fact, there are no other apartments in this building at all.  Save for the few stores downstairs, my home is this entire building.  A covert mansion, one might say,” he added with a smile.  “It is unlikely that my home will ever be the target of burglary since no one would ever suspect what is here.”

“I reckon that’s true,” John allowed as he continued to take in the surroundings. 

“Ah, but I am a terrible host!  Please take off your jacket, and I will ring for Wilhelm to bring us tea.  Meanwhile, I will start a nice fire to warm ourselves as we speak,” Phleiss said as he moved toward a cord hanging near the fireplace, which he pulled twice. “You must excuse me as I am long past the days of entertaining guests,” he added as a man appeared in the doorway.

“Ja sir, sie haben gerufen?” the young man asked stoically.

John took in the young man’s appearance.  Couldn’t be a day over thirty, I’d wager.  Blonde hair, blue eyes – how very… Aryan! He snorted inaudibly at this thought.

“Ja Wilhelm, hole bitte tee für unseren gast.”

“Sofort sir,” Wilhelm responded, and, with a slight bow, turned and left the room.

Observing the exchange, John thought, Christ, who does that any more?  I reckon he’d be right at home in an SS uniform, that one would!  Good at taking orders and such.

“The tea will be brought in shortly, Herr Lennon,” Phleiss said, disrupting John’s reverie.

“Ah, ‘Herr Lennon’ is my father, you can just call me John.”

Phleiss smiled, “This is most gracious, John.  You, in turn, may call me ‘Moe.’  My friends, back in the day when I had friends, endowed me with that pet name.  Over time, I’ve grown fond of it.”

“Right,” John responded with a nod and sly smile in Phleiss’ direction, “Moe.”  Why the hell was I pissin’ me pants over a nancy called “Moe”?

“Now, let us retire by the fire,” Phleiss indicated the overstuffed chair where John was to sit, “and you can tell me what it is that is on your mind.”

“Ta,” John answered as he settled into the chair.  He watched idly as Phleiss leaned into the fireplace and poured the coal from an old brass bucket into the pit.  He then ignited the fire with seemingly little effort.  As the flames grew within, Phleiss sat back on his haunches and smiled with satisfaction. Turning toward John he said, “There, that should take the chill out of the air, hmmm?”

John merely responded with a smile as he stretched his long legs out in front of the fire. Phleiss settled into the large chair opposite John.  Crossing his legs, he asked, “So, what is it you wished to discuss?”   

Now that John was passed feeling any sense of intimidation, he just came right out with it.  “Well, it’s like this, er…Moe.  You see, after giving it some thought, I think I might have jumped the gate last night.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, me and my mates were talking, you know?  And they think they need to know more about this…erm…arrangement before making any decision to work with you.”

Phleiss’ face remained passive as he turned his gaze toward the fire.  “I see.”  

Just then Wilhelm came through the door wheeling a tea cart.  Though John could not be sure, he assumed the silver tea set was genuine.  Phleiss’ silent servant poured the tea into two china cups. Turning to John he asked tonelessly, “Zucker?  Milche oder zitrone?”

After a few months in Hamburg, John’s German was sufficient enough to order his tea to his liking, so he responded, “Milch, bitte.  Mit zwei teelöffeln von zucker,” and watched as the other man added the milk and stirred in the two teaspoons of sugar he’d requested.  “Danke,” he added as Wilhelm handed him his tea.

After preparing Phleiss’ cup with no instructions at all, the young man left the room, leaving the tea cart behind.  During the exchange, John could feel the weight of Phleiss’ stare upon him, and that strange indeterminate anxiety began to creep up on him again. Suddenly, the room felt oppressively warm, and John pulled at the collar of his jumper.

“It’s not me, you understand,” John continued nervously, “it’s me mates.”  He attempted an apologetic smile in Phleiss’ direction.  His smile was not returned, and Phleiss did not respond.  Just as John was thinking that the older man had not heard him, Phleiss spoke:

“Would you care to see something quite interesting?” 

John wasn’t sure how he should respond.  Yeah, as long as its not me own innards, that would be naff!  Uncertain as to where Phleiss was taking the conversation, he simply replied, “Erm…, sure.”

Phleiss stood and walked over to the curio cabinet across the room.  Gently opening the glass door, he appeared to be looking for something contained among the clutter of items within.  He resumed his affable manner and talked animatedly over his shoulder while attending to the task at hand.  John sat in wonder, questioning whether Phleiss even remembered what they had been talking about.

 “As we discussed earlier, I am an avid collector of a great many things, John.  Some of these things are old, very old indeed.”  

Pulling out what appeared to be a small clay vessel, he explained as he held it out for John’s inspection, “This miniature amphora, for example, was discovered in 1922 during an excavation in the Tuscan region.  It was dated to the second century B.C.  Imagine, an entire civilization come and gone, but this little clay form, fashioned by hands that have been dust for aeons, has traveled time and space to end up here in my cabinet.”  He seemed to lose himself in the small artifact then, suddenly, he came back to the present, “Hmph!  As intriguing as it may be, that is not what I want to show you, however,” and he went back to his search of the crowded cabinet.

As he worked, John considered all the pieces that the cabinet held.  If all of that stuff is really that old, it must be worth a bloody fortune!  John quickly calculated the odds of nicking one or two of the pieces on the sly before he left.  With all that junk in there, he wouldn’t miss a couple of things, surely.

“Ah-hah!” Phleiss yelled, making John nearly jump out of his skin.  For the briefest moment he actually thought it was possible the old man knew what he thinking and had caught him.  However, when he saw another small item clutched in Phleiss’ hand, he realized that the yell was one of triumph, not apprehension. “Here we are, my young friend.  Take a close look at this artifact, and tell me what you think.”

Still unsure what Phleiss was doing, John cautiously reached out to receive the small golden object the older man placed in his hand.  Giving the item a cursory glance, he offered with a shrug, “It looks like a ladies brooch.”

Phleiss’ smiled faltered momentarily, “No, John, look at it closely.  What is it?”

John turned the item over in his hands, brought it closer to the light for better inspection then said decisively, “It’s a brooch of a bug.”

Phleiss sighed in frustration, and muttered, seemingly to himself, “What are they teaching youth in school these days?”  Then, with exaggerated patience, he explained, “It is Egyptian in origin -  Predynastic, prehistoric.  From the era of the ‘Scorpion King,’ and the ‘Crocodile King’ – before the time of Narmer and the pharaohs, long before the divided kingdoms of Egypt were unified in 3100 BC. This, my culturally-deprived young friend, is the oldest piece in my entire collection. Now, look very closely at it.  Does nothing strike you as…unusual?”

John stared dumbfounded at Phleiss.  Bugger all!  What in the hell is he on about?  Egypt?  Kingdoms?  What’s any of this to do with me?  Ah, perhaps the poor bastard’s gone a bit barmy – he said he has no friends left.  If all I had was Goebbels in there for company, I reckon I’d go off as well!  Pitying the old man he only just a short while ago had feared, John sighed and made a show of looking again at the artifact in his hand.  Hang on!  What’s this?  A slow, knowing smile spread across John’s face as he finally saw what Phleiss wanted him to see.  “Right, then, it’s a beetle,” John announced proudly.

Phleiss smiled, “Indeed, it is!”

“Though I don’t know why a lady would want to wear a bug as jewelry.”

The old man shook his head in resignation. “It is not ‘jewelry’ of any kind.  These talismans, known to the ancient Egyptians as ‘scarabs,’ were used in ancient funerary rites.  They would be placed in the sarcophagus and the surrounding funeral chamber as symbols of rebirth.  Dung beetles, upon which these scarabs are modeled, were viewed as agents of the sun-god, Khephri, and Khephri, my dear young friend, was the source of all creation and life, especially, the afterlife.  Therefore, the scarab represents life eternal. Do you understand now?”

“Er, yeah, I reckon,” John replied distractedly.  “Listen Moe, this is all very interesting, but what has this to do with the band’s decision not to sign yer contract?”

The old man walked toward John and gently removed the scarab from his hand. “Because I believe you and your friends may wish to reconsider.”

John started to feel that now-familiar sensation of fear come over him.  Instead of giving in to it, he steeled himself for confrontation.  “Eh?  Why’s that exactly?”

John expected any one of several responses.  Threats, intimidation, blackmail, yet another lesson, perhaps on the Celts this time, but nothing, nothing could have prepared him for what he heard….

“Because, like the scarab, I am offering the Beatles immortality.”

