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Chapter Twenty-Seven

John sat staring at his friend in awe.  “Stu…?” he repeated.

“Yeah, John,” Stu answered with a laugh.

“But…But how are ya here, Stu?” John asked, his voice sounding hollow to his own ears.  The young man only smiled in response.  “Stu…,” John said more forcefully.  “…yer dead, son!  Ya can’t be real…yer dead!”  John yelled in disbelief, bordering on hysteria.

“Says who?” Stu shot back teasingly.

“Astrid said….”

“Nah,” Stu interrupted, “…not who says I’m dead, ya git…who says I’m not real?”

John tried to grasp onto to the possibility amid all the other thoughts, questions, and denials that were tumbling through his head.  “Are ya, Stu?  Real, I mean….Are ya really here, then?”

“”Twould be a fine thing if I wasn’t, John.  Who the fuck would ya be talking to then, eh?” Stu replied with a grin.

John just nodded his head, mesmerized.  Furrowing his brow a bit, he asked, “Are ya a ghost then, Stu?”

Stu straightened, looking as though the thought hadn’t occurred to him.  After mulling over the question for several moments, he responded, “I don’t know, John…can ya see through me?”

John shook his head.

“Right,” Stu said decisively, looking around where he was sitting atop the sepulcher. “Let’s see.”  He started to slap at the stone with his hands and kick its sides with the heels of his boots, creating such a racket, John immediately tried to quiet him.  “Shhhh…,” John said, waving his hands down, “Christ, Stu ye’ll wake the…,” he stopped short.  

Stu’s grin grew wider.  “I’ll wake who, John?  The dead?” he started laughing good-naturedly.  “Cor, son, I’m plenty awake already, ta,” he said, his laughter slowly fading away.  Growing serious then, he added, “Fact is, Johnny, I can’t recall ever feeling quite so awake before….”  Jumping down from his perch, he walked over to John and crouched down next to him.  Lifting John’s hair, he inspected the wound on his friend’s forehead.  “That’s quite an egg ye’ll have there, mate.  Smashed it good and proper, ya did.”

John raised his hand and self-consciously brushed his hair forward over the gash.  Stuart gave a small laugh.  “I remember when you lads took the piss seeing me with my hair styled like that!  I see ya all reckon its gear now, eh?”

John gave a small smile at the memory, “Aye, I remember.”

Lowering himself to he ground beside John, Stu patted down his front pockets.  Turning to John, he said, “Give us a ciggie, mate?”

John mechanically withdrew the crushed pack from his shirt pocket and started to shake one loose, suddenly stopping and looking at Stu quizzically, “Ya can smoke?”

Stu pulled the cigarette from the pack and lit it with his own lighter.  Exhaling, he replied, “Smoke…drink…shag…,” then, looking at John with a big grin, added, “It truly is heaven, John!”

John just raised his eyebrows in surprise.  The two friends sat quietly, side by side.  Then, John broke the silence, “I’m sorry, Stu,” he said in a low voice.

Stu clapped John gently on the back.  “I know ya are, son,” he said softly.

His friend’s gentle forgiveness was almost more than John could bear.  Tears filled his eyes, and he was grateful for the darkness that hid them.  “I’m in trouble, Stu,” he confessed with a quivering voice. “Because of me, yer dead…and so are those two people I tried to tell you about back home.  How many others will die?  I don’t know.  An’ it could be Cyn next…or Mimi…or one of the lads…an’ I can’t stop it.  D’ya hear me?  I can’t fucking stop it!  Christ, Stu…I’m fucked, mate…God help me!”  He broke down and wept, all attempts at posturing forgotten.  

Stu put his arm around the younger man and leaned in close.  “Listen to me, John.  What’s done is done, yeah?  I understand why ya did what ya did.  Fuck all, mate, given half the chance, I would have done the same thing meself.  But now, John, now it’s time to make all it mean something, ya know?”

John gained control of himself and looked at his friend questioningly.  “Mean something?” he repeated.

Stu shook his head.  “That’s right, Johnny.  The toppermost of the poppermost an’ all that shite, eh?” he laughed.  “Make my death mean something.  If I’m the sodding ‘pearl of great price’ Phleiss talked about, then yer dream is about to come true, John.  Don’t resist it, mate,” Stu gently shook John’s shoulders in emphasis.

John looked at Stu curiously, “You know about Phleiss?”

Stu nodded, “Aye, John…about Phleiss…the scarab…and more,” he answered.

“More?” John’s eyes narrowed.  “What more can he fucking do to me?”

Stu slowly shook his head, and sadly explained, “John…John…Phleiss didn’t do any of this to you….”

“The fuck he didn’t!” John seethed.

“No, John,” his friend answered solemnly, “…it was you.  It was you all along.  Yer the one who made the deal with him.  Yer the one who took and used the scarab.  Even after he’d explained it all to ya, John.  It was you…you chose.”

The truth of Stu’s words hit John squarely in the gut.  “I chose,” he echoed.

Stu nodded in agreement.  “Now, John, the hard part is over.  You made the sacrifice, now it’s time to be reaping the rewards…make it all mean something, Johnny…do it fer me, eh?”  He stood then, and looked around the empty churchyard.  “It’s time fer me to go, mate.”

John scrambled to his feet, “Ah, no, Stu…stay fer a bit, eh?”

“Can’t John,” he said with a sad smile.  “I’ve already broken the rules just being here tonight.”

“Right…,” John murmured.

Stu started walking away, “Remember, John, don’t resist…make it mean something!”

John gave a nod of his head as Stu waved and walked away.  When he was nothing but a shadow amidst many shadows, John called out to him, “Oi, Stu!”

Stu turned around, “Yeah, John?”

“Listen mate…I was thinking…d’ya have a message fer yer sister, Nancy?  She’ll be heartbroken, Stu…give us something to say to her, eh?” John called out.

Stu seemed to think for a moment.  Lifting his head, he called back, “Nah, John…best to leave well enough alone.”

John smiled at the retreating form, but his smile was wholly without mirth.  “I’ve got ya now, ya prick!” he spoke under his breath.  That’s a clever bag of tricks ya got there…but yer tipped yer hand, Phleiss…ya tipped yer hand.  John sat and leaned back against the headstone, lighting another cigarette.  John didn’t believe that Stu would have taken Phleiss’ side – not for any reason – nor did John believe that Stu would have blamed him, not even if John was, in fact, to blame.  Still, John had to be sure it really wasn’t Stu, and now, he was. Omniscience was obviously not among Pheiss’ numerous talents, or else he would have known that Stu didn’t have a sister named “Nancy.”

John awoke to the sun shining in his eyes. He was sore all over and shivering fiercely from having lain upon the cold earth for most of the night.  As he moved to sit up, a wave of nausea washed over him, and he turned, choking and spitting bile into the tall grass.  His head was pounding in agony, and the pain was accompanied by a mild vertigo that made it difficult for him to stand.  Raising a hand to his throbbing head, he winced when his fingers brushed the deep wound just under his fringe.  He decided it was best to just take things slowly, so he sat up, giving his body a chance to acclimate itself to the new orientation.  As he sat there, bits and pieces from the night before started to come back to him.  I talked to Stu…or did I?  No, wait a mo…it wasn’t Stu at all.  It was Phleiss….Phleiss or his bloody lackey, anyway!  He tried to trick me into believing he was Stu, but I tricked him…yeah…I remember now…I tricked him into proving he wasn’t Stu.  Biting his lower lip, deep in thought, John looked back to the place from where he’d just risen.  The outline of his body in the dirt clearly showed that John’s head was either on or by the rock he’d fallen on.  So…did I talk with anybody really?  Or was it all some sort of fitful dream I had while I was knocked out?  John looked around the area for any evidence that another person had been there.  Finding none, he leaned back on his hands, and blew a deep sigh.  Must have been a dream or sommat, then.  Just then, his eyes were drawn to the small pile of cigarette butts at his feet.  But if I was out all night, then who smoked all those ciggies?

Making slow progress, it was several minutes later that John finally pulled himself up and was able to start the long walk back to the flat.  As he was leaving the churchyard, he passed an elderly man picking up sticks and twigs from the ground.  “Guten Morgen, junger Mann! Es ist ein schöner Tag, ist es nicht?” the man greeted him effusively.

“Guten Morgen, Herr…erm…Es tut mir leid, dass…er…amer… that is…aber mein Deutsch nicht besonders gut ist,” John replied slowly, hoping his German was sufficient to convey that he didn’t speak German very well.

The old man just laughed.  John took an immediate liking to him and found himself smiling back at the man.  “Then we will speak in English, ja?”

“Me Auntie would say I can’t speak that very well, either!” John replied with a grin, provoking a soft chuckle from the old man.

“I do not wish to pry, young sir, but I noticed you came from the yard, ja?” the man asked, his tone friendly, but curious.

“Er…yeah...,” John tried to think up a reasonable sounding lie, but, in the end, uncharacteristically opted for the truth. “…I was following someone I thought I’d recognized last night, and he came in here,” he indicated the cemetery with a nod of his head.  “I was running after him when I tripped and knocked meself out.”

The old man looked genuinely concerned, “But, are you alright?  Shall I ring for a doctor?”

John was touched, “Ah…no…I’m okay now.”  Knocking on his head, he added with a laugh, “Me head’s harder than the rock, ya see!”  The man joined in his laughter.  Wiping his hand on his worn trousers, the man jutted out his pudgy hand, saying, “My name is Michael…and your’s…?”

John shook the man’s hand.  “Well, hullo there, Michael, I’m John.”

Michael grinned, “John…it’s a good name….a strong name!” he said, flexing his muscle.

“Well, then it’s lost on me, Michael!” John grinned back.  Looking around, John leaned in and said, “Listen, mate, perhaps ya can help me….”

“Ja, I will do what I can!” the old man said eagerly, prompting John to smile at the sheer good will of this strange little man.

“I’ve gotten a bit turned around, ya might say,” John started.  “I’m fairly lost, Michael, and need to find my way back to the Reeperbahn.”

“Ah, ja…I can help….”  Michael explained the directions to John and walked him back to the entrance when suddenly, the bells from the church started to ring out, making John jump in surprise.  

“What’s with the bells, Michael?” John asked, staring at the desolate looking interior of the church.

“Do you not know?” Michael looked at him in mock sternness.  John shrugged in response.  “It is Sunday…the Lord’s Day!” he said joyfully, throwing his arms open widely.

“Ah…,” John said in understanding, but then, looking at Michael in bewilderment, asked, “…but the church can’t possibly be used anymore…I mean, not the way it is, right?  So, why are the bells ringing here?”

The old man looked at John indulgently, “John, do you think what made this church what it was had been destroyed by bombs?  Nein,” the man slowly shook his head, adding quietly, “…its essence remains…its spirit remains…and its spirit reminds us that this is the Lord’s Day, ja?”

John was touched by the old man’s sincerity.  Looking at the broken building again, John murmured, “I s’pose so.”

“There is nothing so broken, it can not be made whole again, John,” the old man spoke softly.  For a moment, John wondered if Michael was still talking about the church or about him.  With a twinkle in his eyes, the old man added, “All you need is love!”

“Aye, that an’ loads of mortar!” John laughed.

“With enough love, all the brokenness in the world could be fixed, John.  All of it….if only we imagine it can!”  Michael smiled.

“Just by imagining it, eh?” John humored the old man, wishing that he was capable of that kind of faith in anything.  Unfortunately, too many years under the misguided auspice of the church left John with little more than contempt for organized religion.

Michael shrugged, and, with a wry grin, added, “It’s easy of you try!”

“Okay, Michael, if ya say so!” John laughed, wondering if that twinkle and grin was meant to convey a joke that he was missing.

The two men stood silently appraising the bombed out church for a few more seconds, then John said, “Well, I best be on me way before me mates get to worrying…worse than a bunch of old women, they are!”

“They sound like good friends…a man can never have enough of those!”

“Aye, they are,” John answered reflectively.  “Well, Michael, I’m off then, before I get meself lost again,” he said, extending his hand toward the old man.

“Ach! We’re never really lost, John…we just forget where we belong sometimes,” Michael said with a shrug and a smile, firmly taking John’s proffered hand in both of his.  “…but, there’s always someone who will point the way home.  You’d do well to remember that, ja?”

John laughed, “Okay, Michael, I will, ta!  Perhaps I’ll see ya around.”

“Perhaps….” he replied with the endearing twinkle in his eyes.

“Cheers!” John waved as he walked off.

“Auf Wiedersehen. Gott segnet Sie!”  Michael called to John as he waved.  John waved back, giving a good-natured laugh, wondering when someone last told him “God bless you” without him having sneezed first.

John’s mood was much improved from the time he awoke, even his headache and soreness was not as severe.  He felt he had Michael to thank for that.  John had always enjoyed older folks…they seemed to understand him, and vice versa.  He chuckled to himself thinking about the old man.  Odd name that…Michael…not really German at all.  The man was a bit like Santa Claus without the beard…a kind and gentle soul who radiated goodness.  John had encountered the type before.  Poor bastard has his work cut out fer him though.  Wouldn’t fancy being caretaker o’ that mess!  Imagine he’ll be picking up his ol’ sticks and twigs fer a while yet.  An’ he thinks love is gonna rebuild his church? ‘All you need is love’…that an’ Aunt Tillie’s jewels, mate!  Ring those bells as much as ya like….”  John stopped suddenly, slowly turning back to view the church spires rising up over the buildings.  Though not visible from this distance, John knew very well that the spires – like the rest of the sad structure – were empty…Allied bombs had seen to that.  The realization sent shivers down John’s spine, and, as his eyes widened, he wondered aloud, “Then how the hell were the bloody bells ringing?”
