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John felt good.  Really good.  Better than he had in a long time, in fact.  Sure, the three or so pints he’d had at the Grapes hadn’t hurt, but he knew that his much improved demeanor was due to more than just mere alcohol.  Thanks to the Beatles’ new manager, things were already looking up.  True to his word, Brian had secured an increase in pay for their regular gigs with less time on stage and longer breaks.  At first, the promoters grumbled, “Ah, c’mon Brian, those bastards are already paid more than any other band in the whole of Liverpool!” All it took, though, was a well-timed shrug of indifference from Brian, “Well, if you don’t want to meet the conditions, I’ll not schedule them then….”

“Oi, ‘ang on, Brian, ‘ang on there.  No need fer that, mate.”  In a matter of minutes, the promoter would have capitulated – another score for Brian…and the Beatles.

In addition to renegotiating regular gigs and scheduling new gigs, Brian was kept busy working towards securing the boys recording contract.  With little effort, he was able to get them released from their prior contract with Polydor, leaving them free to pursue other, more lucrative recording opportunities.  Brian had promised the lads he would get them that contract, and they saw no reason not to believe him.

Yes, John was feeling on top of the world.  So much so that he was even able to put him out of his mind for a while.  Each day that passed without incident or reminder of Phleiss enabled John to pretend that it was all in his imagination. He wholeheartedly attempted to rationalize those things he had difficulty explaining to himself, and dismissed the rest as a sort of nervous breakdown. 

One evening, as he was getting ready to head out to the Cavern, he pulled the box out from beneath his bed, unlocked it, and withdrew the scarab. Turning it over in his hands, he examined it closely from one angle and another.  Just a lump of metal, then – that’s all…nothing sinister about it.  Which means I had nowt to do with any killing….the man in Hamburg?…the woman in Litherland? Coincidence.  That’s all. And the missing building?  I was on edge…feeling dead last and half out of my mind with guilt and worry….I walked to the wrong place.  Yeah.  I’m sure of it, now.  I was in a daze and just made a wrong turn is all. I can’t believe I was barmy enough to let a prick like Phleiss put me in that state!  Him and his talk of sacrifices and scarabs – all that shite!  And the nerve of the jammy fucker – sending me that note! Christ, I nearly fell for it…even started telling poor Stu…convinced I was a killer…convinced the old fucker was the devil himself!  

He grunted contemptuously and tossed the scarab back into the small box which he then locked, slipping the key into the top drawer of the desk.  Even as he pulled on his worn leather jacket and grabbed his guitar, though, a feeling of dread was emerging from the depth of his gut – a feeling he fought hard to suppress all the way to the Cavern.

The new found confidence of the group came across in the renewed energy with which they performed and interacted with the audience.  John performed like a madman - jumping, howling, and laughing maniacally.  Even the other boys, long used to his antics, glanced at each other nervously, but John wasn’t aware – he didn’t notice.  He was in his own world – a world free from Phleiss and the fear that he had been turned into some sort of monster – free of the nightmare.  Now, what’s more, the Beatles had a new manager who was actually out there making things happen for them.  John felt good for the first time in a long time, and he felt like celebrating.

The next number was Paul’s, and John used the break from singing lead to suss out which girl he wanted to chat up later.  Cynthia had stayed home, feeling poorly with a cold, so John felt even less restraint than usual – not that he behaved even when she was there.  At those times, he’d simply arrange a rendezvous with the young lady…meeting her after he saw Cyn home.  He briefly wondered if she’d ever suspected – if she’d ever heard rumors.  If she had, she’d never let on.

A pixie-like redhead down near the front caught his eye.  Ah-ha!  She’s a right looker…looks familiar…must’ve been here before.  Then he noticed that she stood with another girl he recognized…one of Paul’s…Anita-something-or-other…she’s part of the usual crowd…a real young one, too…Paulie had best watch himself!  The redhead must be a mate of hers’…that’s convenient…. He smiled to himself, resolving to meet her on the band’s next break.

“Oh, yeah, I’m a great fan of yers’!  You lads are ever so good!” she smiled flirtatiously.

“Ah, I’m better than good, luv!” John purred seductively, then, leaning in towards her, added, “If yer interested, I’ll show ya just how good I can be!”

“Oh, John!” she laughed in mock offense, “what d’yer take me fer?”  She playfully slapped his chest, but he reached up and grabbed her hand, pulling her up off her chair, as he stood and weaved unsteadily with drink.

“Ya said ya had yer own place, yeah?” he asked, pulling her into his arms.

“Yeah,” she replied slowly, with a knowing look.  Ah, she’s done this before, this one has!  he thought with amusement.

“I’d love to see how it’s decorated,” he hinted with a leer.

“Would ya now?” she asked coyly.  “Thing is, me landlady don’t take kindly to the young ladies bringing boys in…you’ll have to be dead quiet, then, yeah?”

John kissed the back of her hand, “Not a sound, I promise.”

She broke into giggles as she raced for the door and up the worn, uneven steps leading out of the Cavern.  John followed, albeit more slowly.  Once they were outside, he grabbed her around the waist, and, pulling her into him, kissed her roughly.  She responded eagerly.  After a few seconds he broke the kiss, and rearing back just enough to see her face, he said breathlessly, “Cor, girl, I could take ya right here.”

Smiling, she boldly let her hand drop to the bulge in his tight blue jeans, cooing, “Oi, I don’t doubt it, luv.”

The feel of the young woman’s hand caressing his hardness through his jeans was driving John mad.  He wasn’t a patient man by nature, and having to wait for his release was torture.  He eyed the darkened doorway of the building next door, noting that they wouldn’t be seen in the shadows there, but, just as he was about to suggest it, the girl pulled out and away from him, “You can have me…if you can catch me!” she teased as she took off running down the street.  
A strange sort of anger came over John.  He didn’t want to play games - he wanted a shag.  Now, he was expected to chase her to get it.  If there had been any other prospects at that hour, he would have left her running towards her home and have pulled another girl, but there wasn’t.  It was late and the street was deserted, the kids having gone their way hours ago.  “Fuck!” John exclaimed in frustration, and took off down the street after the girl.

He saw her at the opposite end of the street once he’d turned the corner.  “You’ll have to do better than that, mate!” she called out to him, “What if I hadn’t waited, eh?”

“Aw, c’mon, luv, c’mon over here so we can keep each other warm,” he called in response, slowing his jog to a walk.

He couldn’t see her face, but he had the sense she was smiling as she stood perfectly still just out of the illumination of the streetlamp.  “Now where’s the sport in that, Johnny?”
Continuing to walk in her direction, he was trying to think of a clever response when he saw her walk from the corner and into the shadows.  He smiled.  Yeah, that’s more like it!  She must want it as much as me…more, I reckon.  What’s the point of trying to sneak into her bed-sit when we can enjoy a nice knee-trembler right here and be done with it?  

Approaching the area where she’d disappeared from his sight, John’s smile faded as he looked around in confusion.  “Oi, luv, where d’ya go?” he called out into the darkness, desperately wishing he could remember her name. After listening for a minute or so, he tried again, “C’mon now, don’t leave me out here on my lonesome!”  Again, there was no response, no sound but the light wind blowing up from the river.  “Hullo?”  He waited…nothing.  

Christ!  What’s with this bird? First, I’m supposed to chase her, now she’s playing “hide and seek”!  He was just about to call to her again, about to tell her he’d had enough and was leaving when he caught a movement out of the corner of his eye.  

“Oi, izzat you?”  Then, he saw her.  She was standing halfway up the next block….

How’d she get there?  Only there was something different about her now….
What is it?  He started walking towards her, and this time she didn’t move….
I can’t quite make her out in the shadows.  John squinted as he walked closer…she waited….
What’s changed?  He was about twenty feet from her when he noticed her hair….
Is that a wig she’s put on?  It was longer….
Why would she do that?  - and darker.…

Where did she get it?  He shifted his eyes from her hair to her face.…

That’s not the same girl! – as his head filled with white noise.…

Still, she looks familiar - and his heart started to pound in his ears.…

Very familiar  - while his bladder gave way, hot urine streaming down the inside leg of his jeans.…

Christ! -  and the ground felt like it was tilting.…

Jesus Christ! -  causing John to drop to his knees.…

It’s not possible! -  as tears ran down his face.…

This isn’t happening!  - and the last thing he saw before losing consciousness.…

NOOO!!!

....was the smiling face of his dead mother.

