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It was with a bittersweet melancholia that Stuart prepared to join his mates on the stage of the Top Ten for the last time.  Of course, they didn’t know it was the last time, though Stu felt that Paul and George at least suspected.  John, as usual, remained in complete denial.  He still spoke about the future of the band as if Stu was going to be a part of it.  That would have to change after tonight, and Stu was not looking forward to it.

Nostalgically, he looked at each of the boys in turn, suppressing a chuckle at how each of them - save Pete - had adopted the hair style he let Astrid give him.  He smiled fondly at the memory of their relentless teasing when they first saw him with the fringe over his eyes…Now look at them! Christ, I’m going to miss them!

The lads were good, and they knew it.  Their future was bright, and they would go far.  He looked forward to celebrating those coming days with his friends and his future wife.  Not that he for a moment regretted his decision to remain in Hamburg, but there would always be, he knew, a small part of him that wished their journey could have been his as well.  

Shaking off the mood that descended upon him, he reminded himself that his own future was looking good too.  He had applied and had been accepted at the Staatliche Hochschule für bildende Künste – the University of Fine Arts – and would be studying under the tutelage of Eduardo Paolozzi, himself an artist of world renown.  His acceptance at University meant that he could remain in Hamburg with Astrid and still pursue his art.   However, it also meant that he had to leave the Beatles for good.  When it came down to it, the choice really wasn’t all that difficult.  At heart, he was an artist, not a musician, and, though he remained tremendously concerned about John and what he had told Stu that night back in Liverpool, John had pretended not to remember saying anything at all.  Of course, Stu knew he was lying, but no amount of prodding on Stu’s part would force John to divulge the secret he guarded so closely.

“Oi, Stu, pull yer head out of yer ass!” John yelled good naturedly.  

With a nod, John indicated it was time for the band to take the stage.  Stu stood and, leaning over, kissed Astrid, “Wish me luck, aye?”

Astrid nodded as she allowed Stu’s hand to slip from her’s.  

As he approached the stage, he took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, trying to calm the nerves that always acted up when he played publicly.  As he ascended the steps, he caught Paul’s eye.  “Alright, mate?” Stu’s greeting was met with a stony silence.  Paul was not at all pleased having to give up the bass in favor of the piano on and off to accommodate Stu these past months and made no secret of it.  There’s one thing I won’t miss! Donning his bass, Stu stood poised, waiting for John to count them in.

After the gig, the boys stayed together long enough to hoist a couple of pints together.  While the other lads still had a few more gigs that week, Stu would be busy preparing for his big transition from musician back to art student, as well as settling in and making Hamburg his permanent home.  Therefore, he wouldn’t be coming back to the Top Ten this week…at least, not as a Beatle. Now that it was all well and truly over, he felt a bit sad.  He couldn’t allow himself to wallow for long, however, as he had one very unpleasant task left to see to before he could really put it all behind him.

 “You can’t mean that, Stu!  Are you mad?  We are on our way, mate, you can’t leg it now!” John stressed.  

“John, please understand….”

The two young men were alone in the attic flat, three floors above the Top Ten Club.  The small space had housed the band during their two month tenure there.  Tonight, however, no one was in but John.  Stu had gone to great lengths to make it that way, knowing he had put off the inevitable for too long. Now, the boys were due to leave Hamburg within the week, and John was just now learning that Stu was remaining behind.  John railed against the decision, feeling betrayed and abandoned…again.

“You can’t do this, Stu,” John said evenly.

“It’s done, John – the Beatles, playing music, Liverpool - I’ve finished with all that.”

John stood silent and brooding, gazing out the window at the dirty grey streets of the Reeperbahn.  Stu was his best mate.  The one person who really knew him.  The one person who really understood him.  And John needed him, now more than ever. Stu was the only one he ever told.  He hadn’t meant to.  He didn’t even remember it.  When Stu questioned him about it the next night, John pretended not to know what Stu was talking about.  He knew his friend didn’t believe him, but that didn’t matter.  All that mattered to John was that it gave him an opening – a way out of the darkness – if he chose to take it.  It didn’t matter that he wasn’t ready yet.  One day he might be.  Only now, Stu wouldn’t be there.

“Right, then, it sounds like you’ve made yer decision,” John finally said with resignation.

“Yeah,” Stu whispered.  “ ‘ey, we’re still mates, though, yeah?  Always mates, John.”

John didn’t trust himself to speak.  Everything felt as though it was spiraling out of his control – upward and downward.  There had been success, to be sure – the crowds, the recording, the better venues with better pay – but, there had been the consequences as well, only John knew just how much it all had cost…only he had to live with that.  

“Yeah, Stu, always mates,” John repeated sadly.

John sat alone in the darkening flat hours after Stu had left.  In another three days they’d be back in Liverpool.  So much was changing so fast.  John wished he could feel more certain it was for the better.  On some level, he believed he had come to terms with the evil he had perpetrated.  It was the same sort of acclamation one experiences after the loss of a loved one…life is never the same, but you learn to go on.  There had been no further incidents since that night in Litherland, and the lack of these events lulled John into a false sense of security…no Phleiss, no talisman, no deaths.  John could almost pretend that the whole fiasco never happened.  Almost.  

When the boys had first arrived back at the end of March, he went looking for Phleiss and couldn’t believe what he’d found.  He knew he had to see it again one more time before leaving Hamburg the next week.  Decisively, he stood and left the flat, walking the same path he had walked so many times since arriving in Hamburg.   Approaching the familiar block, he stood across the street from the place Phleiss had taken him eight months ago, and stared. It was just as he had discovered it last March…the building was gone, leaving only an empty lot…not even a brick remained.
That evening, back in Liverpool, Bill Harry had come home late and was looking through his mail.  He had spent the greater portion of his day in classes and the latter afternoon in his makeshift office organizing his work.  Towards evening, as usual, he and his girl, Virginia, headed out to the clubs to hear the bands, review the music, and interview the musicians and promoters. 

His idea of starting up a publication that would advertise and discuss the burgeoning local music scene was bound to be successful, and he was pleased and grateful that a generous benefactor shared his vision.  The funds to be granted would be added to a loan of £50 provided by a local businessman named Jim Anderson, giving Bill the capital he needed to launch his paper.  Unlike Anderson’s loan, however, Harry’s mysterious benefactor was actually giving him the money.  

The conditions of this financial grant were not at all difficult for Bill to comply with.  The benefactor’s request for anonymity was understandable and not all that unusual for investors.  The other request was a bit more intriguing, but, again, not hard to fulfill.  He was to provide ample coverage of one local band in particular.  The fact was….that band just so happened to be the most popular in Merseyside anyway.  

Bill had decided to include in his first publication a story that one of the boys had written.  He had known the fellow as a student at art school. It was a funny little piece written before the band left for an extended engagement in Germany, and it was intended to explain the unusual name they had chosen for themselves.  He even decided to keep the original title, “On the Dubious Origin of Beatles, Translated from the John Lennon.” 

As he tiredly flipped through the envelopes, only now having a chance to do so, one letter caught his attention.  Though the handwriting was unfamiliar, it bore a London return address, and that could only mean one thing.  Excitedly, Bill ripped open the envelope and unfolded the letter, almost dropping the slip of paper enclosed within.  Moving closer toward the dim light on the stand in the hall, he read:


Dear Mr. Harry,

                As per our agreement of last October, you will find a 

cheque for £75 toward the costs of establishing your publication 

and initial printing.  More will be forthcoming as needed.

Wishing you the best of luck with “Mersey Beat” –

Kindest Regards,

M. Phleiss

