Tanz Mephisto

(© 2007)


by Terri
Chapter Twenty-Six

“Oi, lads, wakey-wakey…gather ‘round,” Paul shouted jovially as he walked through the flat.  This third foray in the Reeperbahn was a vast improvement all around from their first German gig a mere year and a half ago.  This time, for instance, the lads were installed in a proper flat – and it was conveniently located just across the street from where they were paying at the Star Club.  Brian had proved his worth by securing the terms for this latest gig which had them playing on stage only three to four hours a day for five hundred marks a piece weekly and, of course, the significantly better accommodations.  Even so, the boys had grumbled about making this third trip to Germany. Paul made their case quite succinctly.  

“Look, Bri, it was fine when we were just starting out, yeah?  Cor, everyone has to start somewhere, and there’s no denying all that mak schau shite surely made us better performers an’ all….but, it’s bloody naff ta be leaving Liverpool now when there’s plenty of gigs to be ‘ad right ‘ere!  Hamburg does nowt fer us when we’re actually turning down gigs ‘ere at ‘ome, eh?”

“It’s fucking daft,” John chimed in.

“We’re getting all theses gigs right ‘ere, Brian.  Can’t ya get us out of it?” George added with a whine.

Brian was shaking his head before George even finished speaking.  “I’m sorry, boys, but it’s quite impossible.”

“ ‘ow’s that, then?” John challenged.

Brian pushed his chair out from behind his desk and, with his hands clasped behind his back, started pacing the office as he spoke.  “It is simply not good business, boys.  Professionals do not make a commitment and then break it merely because a better offer has rolled in.”

“Sounds like sense to me,” George asserted with a shrug, his band-mates nodding in agreement.

“Does it?” Brian asked rhetorically.  “Imagine, George – all of you – that word gets around that the Beatles are unreliable….that they’ll accept specific contractual terms one moment and then demand revised terms or cancel outright when they discover someone out there who’s willing to offer more…erm…enticing…terms.  What, do you suppose, a promoter will most likely think the next time he considers hiring you?”  He looked from one boy to the other, each silently averting their eyes.  “Hmmmm…?”

Finally, Pete drawled the obvious answer, “ ‘e’ll chuck us, Brian.”

“”Quite right,” their manager replied with a pleased smile as he took his seat behind his desk again.  “So, therefore, lads, you will go to Hamburg, and you will fulfill your obligation to Herr Weißleder…not because I say so, nor because of the terms of your contract, but because the Beatles are professionals, yes?”  

The boys grumbled various sounds of grudging assent, John perking up after a moment to remind them, “Well, at least we’ll get to see Stu fer a bit!”

Not one of them could have anticipated the tragedy that awaited them upon their arrival in Hamburg later that April.  Stu’s death had been a shock to all of them, but John had more than just grief to struggle with.  He was the only one who knew what had really happened.…and well I should be, he thought, I was the one who caused it…me and that bloody scarab!  George sensed that John’s sadness ran deeper than mere mourning, and, as more commonly of late, hovered near his friend.  Paul, however, tended to avoid John in those first few days.  Though his heart broke for his mate, he simply didn’t know what to do or say to comfort John.  Paul knew he was never very good at dealing with grief – least of all his own – and whether because of the discomfort of seeing John break down, or the guilt over the way he had treated Stuart for so long, he found it was just easier to keep his distance.  Pete, who had always liked Stu and got on well with him, naturally mourned the loss of his mate, but was ready to pick up and carry on with the gig.  The sooner we start, the sooner we finish and get ‘ome, he thought. Perhaps he would have felt more of a loss had Stuart been more of a constant in their lives before his death, but he’d remained in Hamburg for so long, the boys had grown used to his absence.  Strangely, that absence now just seemed like more of the same, and it wasn’t until Pete consciously remembered that Stu was gone for good that the reality would hit him.  Now, nearly a month later, everyone had moved on – everyone, that is, except John.

“What the fuck are ya making all the fuss fer?” George shouted at Paul irately.

“Come ‘ead, Sleeping Beauty, yer gonna want ta ‘ear this!” Paul laughed, unfazed by George’s annoyance.

His curiosity piqued, the youngest Beatle propped himself up in the bed, bunching the pillow between his back and the headboard.  John, too, wordlessly sat up, swinging his legs over the edge of his bed and lighting a cigarette, while Pete, who was already up and around, pulled a chair from the corner of the room, and, turning it backwards, straddled it with his arms folded over the back.  The three boys waited with varying measures of anticipation for Paul to tell them his news.  Pulling a crumpled-looking yellow envelope from his shirt pocket, he smiled widely, “It’s from Brian…,” he said eagerly, and he then read them the message contained in the telegram:

“‘Congratulations boys.  EMI request recording session.  Please rehearse new material.’”   

Finishing, Paul looked at the others expectantly.  “Looks like we have ourselves a real recording contract, lads! Fucking EMI, no less!”

A smile slowly spread across George’s face.  “It’s certain, then?” he asked.

Paul glanced at the telegram in his hand before responding, “Seems so…,” he shrugged, looking at George, then Pete.  Realizing John hadn’t said a word about the news, Paul turned toward his friend. “John?”

John was lost in daze from the moment Paul read Brian’s message from the telegram.  So that’s what Stu’s life was worth, eh?  A fucking recording contract?  he thought sardonically. Will there be more, I wonder?  Doesn’t hardly seem fair, that….I mean, c’mon, shouldn’t his life have been worth at least a booking on the telly?  Phleiss said that it’s the meaning of the sacrifice – the loss of what we give up – that determines what we get.  So, the loss of me best mate – a fella I loved like a brother – well, that should be worth a fucking number one record or sommat!  His musings were interrupted when he heard Paul call his name.

“John?” Paul looked at him quizzically, an uncertain smile playing at the corners of his mouth. John looked up at his friend.  “Well, what do yer think?” Paul asked.

Hoisting himself from the low bed, John stretched and yawned loudly.  “I think I have to take a piss,” he quipped as he padded barefoot from the room he shared with George down the short hallway to the bathroom.

As soon as Paul heard the bathroom door close, the smile dropped from his face, and, turning to George and Pete, said worriedly, “What are we gonna do, lads?  He can’t go on like this, ya know!”  

Checking the bathroom door first, George jumped to John’s defense, “Fer Chrissakes, Paul, what do ya expect?  It’s not even a month since we lost Stu.  John’s…well…he just not ready fer any of this.”

Paul mulled over George’s words.  Shaking his head sadly, he said, “True as that may be, George, we’ve got a record contract now.  Things are starting to happen fer us, and John’s just got to pull himself together!”

“He needs time, Paul,” George argued quietly.

“But we haven’t got time, George, see, that’s the thing,” Pete interjected.  “An’ another thing….it’s not helping any o’ us looking out an’ seeing Astrid in the audience every night, either.”

“What are ya saying, Pete?” George asked defensively.

“I’ve said it, son,” Pete replied as though it was obvious.  “Her always being around, both when we’re playing and when we’re not, it’s just making things worse.”

George was growing increasingly angry and frustrated at what he perceived as Paul and Pete’s insensitivity to their friend.  “Making it worse fer who, Pete?  Him or you?”

Pete sighed deeply, swearing under his breath, as Paul tried to placate both boys before John’s return.  “Ah, listen, George….nobody’s saying that Astrid should disappear,” at this, he looked pointedly at Pete, who was staring out the window.  “…but, Pete has a point, ya know.  How is it helping to have her there, always reminding us about what’s happened?”

George jumped up from his bed and put his face right into Paul’s. With a surreptitious glance at the closed bathroom door, he whispered fiercely, “Who’s ta say we shouldn’t be fucking reminded, Paul, eh?  I’m sure that you, more than anybody, would like it better if we all fergot Stu….”

Paul’s face reddened in anger, “Bollocks, George!  Yer….”

Pete jumped from his chair to stand between the two friends, interjecting, “Let’s just all calm down, eh?  George?  Paul?”  Both boys, upon hearing his name, backed away.  George plopped down on the creaky bed, while Paul went and leaned against the doorjamb, muttering, “Well, it’s hardly fair that I’m blamed simply fer being happy about the contract.  I thought that’s what we all wanted…sorry, my mistake.”

“An’ who says we aren’t happy, Paul? But you can hardly expect John…and George…to just pretend like nothings happened!”  Pete offered sagely.

“Are ye on their side now?” Paul asked in wide-eyed disbelief.  “Yer the one who said Astrid shouldn’t be hanging about as I recall!”

Pete sighed again, and, lowering his voice, spoke quietly but steadily, “That’s not what I said, Paul.  An’ I’m not taking sides.  Stu’s gone, an’ there’s nowt we can do about that.  An’ we’ve got this contract now, we’ve got a manager, and we’ve got more gigs than we know what to do with…yer right about all that.  But we’ve lost a mate, and that’s not something anyone is just going to get over – certainly not John…an’ George is right about that.”  Going to the window and looking out at the busy street below, he added emphatically, “We’ve just got to get through these last few weeks here.  Things should get better when we get home.”

“We’d like to carry on now with our last number of the evening,” Paul congenially informed the Star Club audience, the amplification giving his voice an eerie echo as he spoke.  “The song is….Long Tall Sally!” he yelled as the opening bars drowned out the crowd’s protestations at the Beatles’ impending exit from the stage.

One would never have guessed there was an underlying discord among the band-mates from their characteristically enthusiastic performance.  Long hours spent on several Hamburg stages had honed them into a tight well-oiled little rock n’ roll band…a favorite among their predominantly German audience, but an abiding resentment continued to breed among the lads.  Hamburg, they felt, had nothing left to really offer them.  Even their initial fascination with the abundant availability of sex had worn off and become mundane, and Stuart’s death only served to compound the feeling that greener pastures awaited.  They wanted out of Hamburg, and the sooner, the better.

The boys descended from the stage just as the jukebox kicked on.  As Elvis’ “Hound Dog” blared from the large box in the corner, the boys arranged themselves around the far left table nearest the stage where Astrid sat, as usual, throughout their four hour performance.  John pulled out a chair as if to sit down, but remained standing, looking indecisive, as though he were debating something of great importance.  Glancing around the table at his high-spirited friends, he realized that he just couldn’t be around them right then…certainly, not the way he was feeling.  He was surprised that Astrid could bear to be in their company so shortly after Stu’s death, but, he had to admit, it did seem to give her some measure of comfort.  The lads were in the mood for a proper celebration marking their good fortune.  For John, though, there was nothing to celebrate.  Any success the Beatles enjoyed was purchased at a very dear price – the life of his best mate.  He couldn’t deny it anymore…he couldn’t make excuses or rationalizations.  He’d made a deal with the devil himself, and he, alone, bore the responsibility for that choice, even if others – like Stu – were forced to pay the price.  Leaning in towards George, he spoke loudly enough to be heard by his mate above the din, but low enough that the others sitting around the table wouldn’t hear what he was saying.  “George, I’m going fer a stretch o’ the leg, yeah?”

Immediately, George asked, “Do ya want me to come with ya, John?”  

“No…no, I’d rather be alone fer now….ta, Georgie.”

George looked at his older friend with concern.  Something in his gut told him not to let John go off by himself, but John was adamant, and George knew better than to try persuading John otherwise when his mind was made up.  “Alright, John.  Be careful, eh?”


John gave George a curt nod, and, with a weak wave at the others, left before any of them had the chance to question him.
Exiting the club, the unseasonably cool spring air hit his face, invigorating his dulled senses.  Standing in the doorway, he popped two pills in his mouth and swallowed them dry.  He knew that he had been overindulging in both the prellies and the liquor for the past month, but at least they helped him overcome the constant lethargy that plagued him since his return to Hamburg, accomplishing what no amount of sleep could.  One of the major disadvantages of his self-medication, however, was that he was left feeling anxious and agitated for hours afterward.  A nice long walk is what I need.  It’ll calm me down a bit and give me a chance to clear me head.  About fifteen or so minutes into his walk, he was, indeed, staring to feel a bit more galvanized. When he left the club, he had no destination in mind, and, so, he was surprised when he looked up to find himself on an unfamiliar street.  Stopping to get his bearings, he leaned up against a darkened corner of a nearby building and lit a cigarette, scanning the street disinterestedly as he did so.  

There was a fairly large crowd of people still out and about for the hour.  However, it was a Saturday night, and so, it was to be expected.  He watched the strangers passing by….businessmen trying to look inconspicuous and failing miserably…sailors, who made no such effort at all…hookers of all ages and both genders, walking the street, looking for business.  John found the kaleidoscope of humanity intriguing to observe, though it had lost much of its initial novelty.

His eyes were suddenly drawn to a figure milling about with the others.  All he could really see with his poor sight was the blonde head that stood head and shoulders above the mass, but there was something very familiar in the way the man held himself.  John’s nervous system reacted before his mind could identify who it was he was seeing.  The rush of adrenaline set John’s heart pounding as he tossed the cigarette aside and quickly started after the tall figure.  What the fuck was his name?  William?  No…that’s wrong…it was a German name…Wilhelm, yeah, that’s it…Wilhelm.  Phleiss’ butler or what the fuck…  Increasing his brisk walk to a trot, John tried to keep the blonde head in his sight as kept after the man, believing that wherever Wihelm was headed, Phleiss was bound to be.  

John saw the blonde-haired figure turn off the brightly lit main street and ran to catch up.  The quiet side street was lit dimly, creating a disorienting sense of shadow and light.  The tenement buildings lining the street were, for the most part, boarded up and empty, although John caught the occasional snatches of voices arguing and a tinny radio echoing somewhere in the distance. Turning completely around to take in his surroundings, he briefly considered going back the way he came…back to where the shadows – and everything they held – stayed hidden in the steady glare of neon.
The muted sound of heels clicking on cement decided him, however, when he looked ahead and saw Wilhelm walking on the other side of the street.  Running across the road, John shouted the German’s name, but the man kept walking.  A few yards ahead, John looked up and saw the reason why the street appeared so abandoned.  A bombed-out shell of what used to be a church was just to his right, its tall spires standing black and imposing against the night sky.  He could just barely make out the shadowy outline of mausoleums and headstones, many of them broken, littering the church cemetary, and, there, moving among them in the faint moonlight, was the distinct figure of Phleiss’ butler.  “Fuck,” John muttered under his breath.  

Moving up to the wrought-iron gate enclosing the cemetery, John grasped the bars in either hand, put his face in between, and yelled to the figure, “WILHELM!”  In the weak light, John clearly saw the man’s head turn in his direction.  He heard me! John thought to himself.  The immediate satisfaction quickly gave way to panic, however, when John thought about what would happen next. He hadn’t thought that far ahead.  Any panic was pushed aside, though, when he saw the man slowly walking away in the opposite direction.  Confusion gave way to anger as John hopped the gate and, once again, took off after the butler.  

He ran in the direction Wilhelm had strolled off in, but, coming to the center of the cemetery, could see no one.  Standing completely still, John continued to peer out into the darkness, listening for any sound that would tell him where the man was hiding.  Seeing and hearing nothing, he turned his attention to the dark edifice of the ruins looming before him.  I’ll be fucked if I’m going in there!  Suddenly, he heard the sound of leaves crunching just behind him.  How the fuck did he get there without me seeing him? “WILHELM!” he shouted.  The crunching stopped, and all was silent.  “Right, ya jammy fucker!  I know yer ‘ere, so what don’t ya come out an’ show yerself, ya ponce!” He listened closely, but the only sound he heard was the sound of his own breathing.  Swearing under his breath, he was thinking of ways to draw the man out when he heard the sound of leaves crunching again.  This time, John took off at a run in the direction the sound was coming from.  

He had only covered a short distance when his boot caught the edge of a broken headstone hidden in the long grass, sending him airborne.  When he landed, his head caught the dull edge of a rock jutting out from the ground.  Screeching pain and waves of nausea came over him as he lie on the ground, waiting for the world to right itself again.  Slowly pulling himself into a sitting position, he swore profusely as he raised a shaky hand to his injured forehead. Gingerly touching the wound, he pulled his hand away and peered at it under the dim illumination of the moon, his fingers were drenched in dark, sticky blood.  He pulled his shirt tail from his jeans, bending forward to gently wipe the blood from his head, every movement prompting the pounding to increase between his eyes. 


Staring straight ahead at a sepulcher just in front of him, something struck him as a rather odd.  Shaking his head slightly, he tried to clear his vision.  He squinted ahead, forcing his eyes to focus.  Sure enough, there, hanging over the edge of the granite sepulcher, was a pair of stick-thin, jean-clad legs ending in a very familiar pair of boots.  Slowly raising his eyes, he looked up at the figure perched there, his mouth dropping open.

With a smile, the figure said, “’lo, mate!”

John tried to find his voice, but any attempt at speech came out as a whimper.  Finally, though, he was able to croak just one word, “Stu…?”














































































































































































































































