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Stu stood stock still, paintbrush in hand, reviewing his latest project.  The headaches were getting worse, and somehow the pain had translated itself onto his canvas.  It was bizarre – yet beautiful in its own way.  He always favored dark colors and uncompromising images, modeling his style in an adaptation of Hoyland and deStael.  His work would often surprise people as it was more reminiscent of a mad genius type than a quiet, introspective young Scouser.  As he contemplated this latest piece, he wondered what it meant.  His musings were interrupted when he heard Astrid’s footfall on the steps, “Stuart?” she called out to him, “are you up here?”

“Aye, luv!” he replied without moving his eyes from the canvas.

“Ah, you are working, ja?” she asked unnecessarily as she entered the attic room. “May I look?”

“Hmmm? Oh, yes, yes, go right ahead, luv.” Stu continued to survey the strange image that was emerging.  “What do ya think?” he asked her.

Her eyes widened, “This is very different from the others…very…wild!”

“Yeah, I don’t know where it comes from…” he murmured reflectively.

“You do not know what inspires it?”

“That’s right,” he said, setting his brush down.  “But,” he suddenly swooped her up into an embrace as he twirled her about the floor, “I know that you inspire me in everything!”

She laughed at his silliness.  He loved to hear her laugh – it was like the laughter of a delighted child just discovering her world.  Of course, he believed that Astrid knew more about the world and its many wonders than he ever would.  Still, he was grateful for this one gift…he could make her laugh.

“You should show it to John and see what he thinks,” she suggested.

“That’s a good idea,” Stu agreed, setting her down with a little kiss.

“You are excited that your friends are coming, aren’t you?” she asked with an indulgent smile.

“Oh yeah,” he answered, “…it feels like ages since I last saw them, especially that Lennon!”  Instantly, the sobering memory of that strange night when John confessed that he was a killer flashed in Stu’s mind.  He hoped that whatever it was that had been plaguing his friend had passed.  Noticing the expression of puzzlement on his fiancée’s face, he shook off the memory.  “Aye, I’m sure he’ll be thinking of a few ways to cause trouble while he’s here – and involve me somehow!” he said in mock exasperation.

Astrid laughed along with her young lover.  Suddenly, she snapped her fingers, “Oh, that reminds me,” she went over to the small stand by the bed and retrieved something from the drawer.  Walking over to Stu she said, “One of the boys left this behind when they were here last.  Peter found it in their rooms.  You can give it to them tomorrow.”  She held the item out to him, and Stu took it from her.

“What is it, luv?”

Astrid just shrugged, “Jewelry?”

“I don’t think it belongs to one of the lads,” he said, looking it over, “but I’ll check.”  He slipped the item into the left breast pocket of his shirt.

“I will make some tea, ja?”

“Aw, that would be fab, darling!  There’s not much light left, so I’ll do a bit more and stop for the day. Perhaps we can do something tonight, yeah?  Go to the clubs or sommat?”

Astrid looked at Stuart lovingly.  He was her beautiful boy - her sweet lover.  She wondered how it was that she’d been so blessed to find him – in the Reeperbahn, no less!  She knew that she would never have reason to question his fidelity and devotion.  He was hers…completely….just as she was his….soul-mates for eternity.  They had their whole lives ahead of them, and, as wonderful as this was, it was only the beginning.  “That would be marvelous, Stuart! I’ll go start the kettle,” and she headed back towards the stairs.

“Oi, Astrid?”

“Ja?”

“I love you, ya know.”

She smiled, “I know.  And I love you.”

He watched until he couldn’t see her anymore, and then turned back to his canvas.  “Shit!”  He tried to focus, but his vision was getting blurry.  He rubbed his eyes, and noticed the familiar sharpness starting to swell in his head.  “Fuck!”  It was coming on again, he knew it.  None of the doctors – not here, not in Liverpool – could help him find relief.  He’d been through this several times before.  Sometimes, the pain would get so bad, it was all he - or Astrid - could do to keep him from throwing himself out of the attic window.  Within the hour he would be on the floor, writhing in pain. 

“Stuart?  We are out of milk.  I am going to the store.  I will not be long…” she called up from the first floor

The pain was increasing.  “Yeah…alright, luv!” he struggled to keep his voice even as he called out to her through gritted teeth.  He heard the door slam as Astrid left the house.  Go, yes, go.  You shouldn’t have to see me like this.  Not again.  It isn’t fair. Oh Christ!  Astrid, I’m sorry!  I’m so, so sorry! Please forgive me!  As the pain seized him like several hundred volts of electricity, he reached out and grabbed the easel, pulling it crashing to the ground.  Just as he hit the floor, he gasped, “Astrid…,” and it all went dark.

Two floors below, Nielssa heard the crash and went running to the stairs.  “Stuart?” she called, but received no reply.  She quickly climbed the stairs, periodically calling out his name.  When she reached the attic, she looked around and found Stuart collapsed on the floor.  “Mein Gott!” she cried as she ran to his prone body.  “Stuart?”  He did not respond.  She checked to see if he was breathing and was relieved to find that he was.  Again, she hurriedly went back the way she came, rushing to phone for an ambulance, hoping it would reach him in time.

Astrid came around the corner and saw the flashing lights and the crowd of neighbors that had gathered.  The bottle of milk she had purchased for Stuart’s tea slipped from her hand and went crashing to the ground as she took off running towards her home.  She reached the yard just as they were bringing Stuart out on a stretcher.  She ran to him, tears streaming down her face, repeatedly calling his name.  She looked at her mother and knew immediately that it was bad.  As the attendants were loading the unconscious young man into the ambulance, she frantically asserted, “Ich muss mit ihm gehen!”  The taller man wordlessly nodded his approval, and she climbed into the back of the vehicle, grabbing Stuart’s hand before she’d even sat down.  Twelve minutes later, when they arrived at hospital, she was still holding his hand, cooing softly, “Meine liebe, mein schöner liebling,…” It only took the doctors a few short minutes to confirm what she already knew….Stuart was dead.

Astrid stood alone in the International Arrivals terminal of Fuhlsbüttel waiting to meet the lads.  She had no idea how she was going to break the news to them, especially John.  Knowing just how strong the bond between John and Stuart was, she knew that losing Stuart will be like losing a brother for John.  Even in the midst of her own pain, she dreaded telling him, but, regardless, she didn’t want John hearing it from anyone else.

She heard them before she saw them…three of them – John, Paul, and Pete.  Where is George?  She stood and walked slowly in their direction.  They look so happy – so young.  After today, they will never be this young again.  Death will not be such a stranger to them now.  They will know their own mortality.  That is the way when the young die….no, they will never be the same.

“Oi, Astrid!”  John called out as he ran towards her, catching her up in an embrace, and kissing her full on the lips.  Smiling warmly, he said, “How’ve ya been, luv?  You look gorgeous, as usual!  Where is that lanky ugly fucker you insist on marrying?”  He was talking frenetically, and she couldn’t get a word in edgewise.  He let go of her and began looking around for Stuart. 

Paul came to her as John let her go, “Hullo, Astrid!  Good to see ya, luv!” He kissed her cheek.  She turned toward Pete then, “Peter…,” she kissed him on both cheeks, “it’s good to see you.”

“You, too Astrid.  How have you been?”

“Better,” she whispered as she glanced away.

“Eh?”  Peter asked, confused.

“So, where is he then?”  John came bouncing back up to her, still smiling.

“John…,” she started, but looked away as tears filled her eyes.

John’s smile faded.  

“Astrid, what is it?  What’s going on?”  Paul asked, looking from her to Pete and then John.

“Stuart….”

“What?” John raised his voice.  “Where’s Stu?”

“Oh John…,” she groaned, finally allowing the tears to come.  At first, John just stood, staring at her in silence.  Slowly, the realization struck him.  After all, the boys had been aware of Stu’s headaches.  They had known that he had consulted specialists back in Liverpool and in Hamburg.  As he watched his friend’s fiancé weep copiously, he knew….

“Oh Christ!” he gasped shakily, running a hand through his hair as he backed away.  Paul and Pete stayed rooted where they stood, transfixed.

“He went quickly, John, so quickly,” she cried.

“No!  I don’t want to hear this!  Ya hear me?  I don’t fucking want to hear this!”  John yelled as he backed away from the girl.

“It was just yesterday,” she began as her narrative increasingly gained momentum beyond her control, “and we were talking about your coming and he was painting and we were going to go out and I went to make him a cup of tea and we were out of milk and when I came back, the ambulance was there and I held his hand, John, I held it the whole while, but by the time we got to hospital….he was gone.  My Stuart’s gone, John, he’s gone!  Dear God in heaven, what am I supposed to do?”  She wailed as John wrapped his arms around her. Her knees gave way, and they both dropped to the floor….Astrid sobbing, John looking pale and shaken, both of them clinging to the other.  Pete and Paul hadn’t moved, but, overwhelmed by the scene unfolding before them, they had averted their eyes to the ground, occasionally wiping away an inconspicuous tear.  People passing by glanced at the foursome with curiosity, but made no approach. 

Finally, after several long minutes, the tears subsided somewhat, and the four of them slowly started making their way out of the airport.  As they neared the exit, Astrid rooted in her purse for her handkerchief.  “Oh!” she exclaimed.

The boys stopped walking, and turned towards her.  “What is it, Astrid?”  Paul asked somberly.

“I had forgotten…. Peter Eckhorn found this in your rooms just after you left,” she explained tonelessly.  “He gave it to me to give to you.  He thought it looked expensive and believed one of you boys had lost it.”

“What is it?”  Pete asked as he moved closer.

“This,” She opened her hand, and John gave a strangled whimper as his eyes grew wide and his face paled.  Looking at him curiously, she asked, “Is it yours John? I gave it to Stuart yesterday….I knew I would forget, you see.  It was in the pocket of his shirt when he….you know.  The doctor gave it back to me.  You should take it, John….I will only forget it again.”  

She held it out to him.  John stared disbelievingly at the object in her hand, and started to shake his head – slowly at first and then more wildly.  Alarmed, his three friends looked at one another in confusion, but John didn’t see them – he didn’t look at them – he couldn’t.  He couldn’t tear his eyes from the horror of the object sitting in the palm of Astrid’s hand - the same object that, impossibly, was in the lockbox beneath his bed back in Liverpool.  But now, the scarab was here…and it had killed his best friend.  

