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Chapter Twenty-Eight 

His head hanging like a man condemned, John nervously paced the length of the darkened corridor, drawing in long lungfuls of the smoking Woodbine in his hand.  His head shot up at the sound of approaching footsteps.  “Alright, John?” George asked worriedly.  John just gave a quick nod of his head in response, taking another deep drag from the cigarette.  Looking around suspiciously, George leaned in toward his friend, pulling open one side of his jacket, exposing the small flask of liquor hidden in his inner breast pocket.  

“How about a bit of the cure to take the edge off, eh, Johnny?” he whispered with a mischievous grin. 

Repeating George’s surveillance of the area just seconds ago, John waved his hand for his friend to hand him the flask.  John took the container and tipped it into his mouth, taking a long swig of Scotland’s finest…or the finest George could afford, anyway.  John swallowed, choking a bit on the smoky liquor, feeling the burn as it passed down his throat and esophagus, and on into his stomach. The one drink did surprisingly much to steady his nerves, so he took a second swig for good measure and returned the flask to George, who took a swig himself before capping it and returning the flask to its hiding place.

Feeling a pleasant buzz from the scotch, John finally took a seat on a long, uncomfortable wooden bench that reminded him of a church pew.  George took a seat next to him, stretching out his long legs, and crossing one ankle over the other.  In a compete turnabout from years ago, John didn’t mind George’s company. In fact, he had come to appreciate it.  At least George, unlike Paul, knew when to keep quiet.  This was one most certainly of those times.

So much was changing so quickly for John and the lads. Earlier that June, the boys auditioned for EMI, resulting in a contract.  The Artist & Repertoire man they worked with was not only a musician himself, but, much to the boys’ delight, had also recorded the Goons – an off beat comedy team the boys were big fans of.  So it was that, as the summer of ’62 began, the Beatles found themselves recording artists under the Parlophone label with George Martin as their producer.  It seemed that “Stu’s” ghost had been right that night, John was starting to “reap the rewards,” but it wasn’t without its difficulties.  

It had started with Martin’s critique of the Beatles’ percussion.  The producer felt that Pete’s drumming just didn’t hold the band together in their recordings, and insisted that their next recording date would include a session drummer whom Martin himself would provide.  Not for the first time, the boys started talking about chucking Pete from the band.  George was especially keen to get Ringo Starr, who was currently performing with Rory Storm and the Hurricanes at Butlin’s Holiday Camp.  Ringo had sat in as Pete’s substitute on a number of gigs in Hamburg.  He was considered by many to be the best drummer in Liverpool, and, because he shared their peculiar brand of humour, the boys got on with him extraordinarily well.  John wasn’t so sure that Ringo was a better drummer than Pete, and Pete had been a good friend to him over the years, but even he had to admit that Ringo was just a good fit with the group’s overall personality.  So, he didn’t protest much when Paul and George clamored for Ringo to be the Beatles new drummer.  The only thing John did insist upon was that he not be made to take a direct hand in Pete’s sacking.  In the end, the boys agreed that it seemed like a manager’s job, and poor Brian was given the thankless task of firing Pete just as the Beatles were reaching the cusp of success.  The switch had caused riots among fans all over Merseyside, but most especially at the Cavern, the former jazz club which had become the Beatles home away from home.  All of the drama aside, however, the group was really starting to go places.  They’d already been on both the radio and television, and, even though they weren’t yet “stars” in the proper sense, all the signs pointed to the fact that they were well on their way.

The second major change in John’s life was more personal than professional, although it was feared to possibly have professional consequences.  In July, amidst the entire uproar over Pete’s firing and Ringo’s hiring, Cynthia informed John that she was pregnant.  Although she was prepared to raise the child on her own, she was much relieved when John responded, “There’s only one thing for it, Cyn, we’ll have to get married.”  His face was white, and his hands were shaking as he said it, but there was never a doubt that he meant it.  Knowing what it was like for him growing up without a father, John truly intended not to subject his own child to that sense of loss and disappointment, though he harbored no delusions about his readiness for the responsibility.  He wasn’t prepared to be either a husband or a father, but he was now to be both, and the realization scared him beyond the telling of it.  

There was something else, too, that intimidated him about the direction his life was heading.  Ever since his encounter with Phleiss in Stu’s form that night in the churchyard, he had been absolutely petrified that another loved one would be targeted.  When Cyn told John about the baby, he was almost certain that she – and their unborn child – would be at risk.  He imagined Phleiss would somehow use Cyn’s pregnancy to take her away from John…to make her John’s next “tribute.”  Worrying himself to the point of near-madness, he obsessed about it every waking moment, anticipating and dreading the sheer magnitude of loss and guilt he would experience when it happened.  Whether consciously or unconsciously, John came to believe that the only way he could protect Cyn and the baby was by distancing himself – first emotionally, then physically – a distance Cynthia couldn’t understand, a distance that tore her fragile heart to pieces.  “’ey John,” George said, startling John, “I’m just going to the loo, yeah?”

“Ya don’t need my permission, son,” John snapped.

“Yeah, I know…I-I was just saying…,” George replied nervously.

Sighing, John tried to make amends, “Sorry, George…ya know….”

“I know, John,” George said sympathetically as he touched his friend’s shoulder.  “No worries, mate.”  John shook his head, looking the other way so that George wouldn’t see the fear in his eyes.  “I’ll be right back,” the younger man assured him softly, and he took off down the corridor, his cuban heels clicking loudly on the murky-brown tiled floor.  

John stood and stretched.  Glancing at his watch, he cursed quietly, “Why the fuck did we decide to get ‘ere so early?”  Going to doorway, John glanced out at the overcast sky.  Leaning up against the jamb, he pulled a cigarette out, and propped it between his lips.  Striking a match, he lit the tip and tossed the used match away.  Looking out at the people walking to and fro, he wondered again, Maybe I’m wrong about all this!  Stu was sick, after all…who’s to say it wouldn’t have killed him anyway?  Who’s to say it  was the scarab or me or Phleiss or what the fuck?  The other two?  I didn’t even know their names, let alone anything about ‘em!  An’ if Phleiss can make himself look like anyone, how am I to know it wasn’t him all along?....but…what about the scarab, then?  How could it be in both the box beneath my bed in Liverpool and in Stu’s front pocket in Hamburg?  Yet…the fucker was missing from the box when I checked after getting home.

John mentally recounted the day he had returned to Liverpool.  One of the first things he had done was to check the hiding place where he’d last put the talisman.  Pulling the box out from underneath his bed, he unlocked it, only to find the cloth he’d wrapped the scarab in was empty.  Removing the scarab from the pocket of his jeans - the same scarab Astrid had returned to him at the airport - he inspected it for any sign that it was different from the one he’d put in the box.  It wasn’t.  He’d studied it closely enough to note the particular markings, weight, and color….This was the same piece.  The only notable difference was that now, it seemed to radiate a sort of heat that John could not explain.  At first, he had believed it was due to being kept in the pocket of his trouser or jeans, allowing the warmth of body to permeate the metal. However, he found it retained the same warmth even after leaving it out on his desk for hours.  He was sure that meant something.  What, exactly, he didn’t know…but something.
Suddenly, John saw Paul running through the crowd towards the building.  “Am I late?” he asked, out of breath.

“No, yer early,” John deadpanned.

Looking at John in confusion, he then glanced at his watch, and asked, “Didn’t ya say half-ten?”

“Yeah,” John said, exhaling the last drag from his cigarette, and crushing it beneath his boot heel.  “They’re running a bit behind anyway,” he added with a nod toward a closed door just inside the building.

Paul mouthed an “Oh,” nodding his head in understanding.  “George here, then?”

“Inside,” John replied.

Paul peered past John into the dim corridor.  Not seeing their friend, he asked, “Where is he?”

“Taking a piss, Paul,” John answered, already growing impatient with Paul’s questions.  “Ya want to hold it fer him, then?”

“No need to bite me head off, mate!  I was just asking…,” Paul said sulkily.  Then, seeing George walking toward them, brightened, “Hey, la….”

“’lo, Paul,” George returned his friend’s greeting with a smile. “Yer just getting here, then?”

“Yeah, well, I had to wait fer Mike…stupid git fergot his keys!”

“Ah, well, he’s got more important things on his mind lately, yeah?” George asked with a sly grin.

“Oh, aye, he does at that,” Paul answered with a grin of his own.  “Oh, I fergot to mention….I ran into Gerry, an’ he says hullo!”

John just nodded distractedly, prompting Paul to raise a questioning eyebrow at George who merely shrugged.  After a short silence, George tried to break the tension a bit.  “Did Gerry happen to mention the trouble at Huyton?”

“There’s always trouble in Huyton, mate,” Paul laughed.  “Which trouble are ya talking about?”

“The Pacemakers were playing a gig there a few weeks back, and the band got jumped by a gang of toughs as they were packing it in fer the night.”

“Sounds familiar,” Paul said in between lighting a cigarette.  “Anyone done up badly?”

“Aye, one of the lads that jumped ‘em,” George giggled. “Freddie gave him a right thumping…landed the fella in hospital, he did!”

“Good fer Freddie!” Paul said with a small laugh.

“They’re here,” John broke in.

“The Pacemakers?” Paul asked in confusion.

“No, ya git!  Cyn and Brian,” John said with a nod of his head toward the chauffeur driven car Brian was helping Cynthia emerge from.  For the first time since arriving, John smiled, then jogged down the few steps to greet her, “Ya look fab, luv,” he whispered as he took her in his arms, giving her a light kiss.  Keeping one arm around Cynthia, he turned to his manager, and extended his hand, “Brian?”  

Shaking John’s hand, Brian replied, “How are you, John?”

“Ach, you know…,” he grinned, trying to appear lighthearted.

“We still have to wait fer Tony and Marjorie, John.  They shouldn’t be long.  They’re coming along on their lunch hour from work,” she leaned past John and smiled at Paul and George.  “Well, don’t you two look…smart…in yer suits!” she said diplomatically.  Though the boys did, in fact, look quite “smart,” her first impression was that their black suits and solemn expressions made them look more like they were attending a funeral than a wedding, but she decided against saying anything of the sort. It was strange seeing the three of them together without Pete, but Pete was gone from the Beatles now, and Ringo hadn’t been in the band long enough yet to really be a part of the “group.”  

They didn’t have to wait long for Cynthia’s brother and sister-in-law to arrive, and it was only a few minutes following their arrival that the magistrate opened the door and invited the group in.  “So, what do you say, Miss Powell, shall we go get married, then?” John teased Cyn with a smile.

“Why, yes, Mr. Lennon, I would love to!” she joked back.  John gently guided her in front of him with his hand on her back.  No one saw the smile fade completely from John’s face as he stepped over the threshold to the room where – in just a matter of minutes - he would take Cynthia to be his wife.

Having spent most of his wedding night playing a gig at the Riverpark Ballroom in Chester, John arrived at the new “home” on Faulkener Street that he now shared with his bride – compliments of Brian Epstein.  The ground floor flat had been purchased and used by Brian to “entertain” special guests and friends.  Having no place to live but Cynthia’s bedsit, Brian generously offered the newlyweds indefinite use of the flat as their own, a gift that was surprising and moving for John and Cyn both.  As John dug in his pocket for the key to the flat, he felt his hand brush the scarab, making him shiver.  Initially, he was going to just return it to the box, but reasoned that was not enough to ensure against its showing up in someone else’s pocket.  He actually felt safer keeping the cursed talisman in his own pocket, although he would have loved nothing better than to just toss it into the Mersey.

Withdrawing the key, John started to unlock the door when he noticed a box just to the left of the doorway.  It was wrapped in plain brown paper and had only “Mr. and Mrs. John Lennon” written on the outside in large black block letters.  Smiling, John bent to pick it up.  “Mimi,” he murmured happily.  Ha!  The ol’ bird came around, after all!  he thought fondly.  Mimi had been avidly against the wedding from the moment John informed her that Cynthia was pregnant.  Convinced that Cyn had gone and fallen pregnant on purpose to trap John, - Glad she thinks I’m such a bloody great catch! -  Mimi steadfastly refused to attend the wedding or have anything to do with the young couple.  As much as her words and actions pained John, he had no doubt that, in time, she would come around.  Granted though, she came around much sooner than he thought she would.  He reckoned she wouldn’t make peace until after the baby was born.  Perhaps she’s getting soft! he thought, chuckling quietly, as he shifted the box to one arm so he could open the door.

Entering the flat, he called out, “Cyn…?”  He placed the box on the table and walked towards the bedroom, calling again, “Cyn…?  Are ye back here, luv?”

“In here, John,” came the response from the bedroom.

As John entered the bedroom, he found Cynthia in the process of getting the two of them unpacked and settled into their new home.  Going to her, he pulled her into his arms, “Hullo, Mrs. Lennon!” he said with a silly grin, making Cyn laugh.

“Well, hullo yerself, Mr. Lennon!” she put her arms around his neck and kissed his lips softly.  “An’ how was yer evening?”

“Good!” John said, as he pulled items of Cyn’s lingerie from the pile she had carefully folded, inspecting them with a grin and tossing them aside. “I’m pleased to report that things in Chester are all well and good….well, as good as anything can be in Chester!”

Playfully slapping his hands, she quickly gathered up the discarded items, “John, will ye leave ‘em be!  Ye’ll have plenty of opportunity to see them later!” she laughed.

John raised his brows, “Oh, aye?  A fashion show, eh?  I never knew ya were so brazen, Mrs. Lennon!”

“You only wish I were…,” Cyn giggled.

“I do at that, Mrs., I do at that!” He grabbed her around her waist and gently leaned her back on the bed.  

Still laughing, she scolded him, “Ah, John, let me get these things put away first, yeah?” Then, giving him a sly look, she added, “Of course, you could always help!”

At the sound of work, John jumped up from the bed, “Right, then, I’ll leave ya to it!” 

“Mmm-Hmm…I’d a feeling ya would!” 

John started to leave the room, but turned back, suddenly remembering, “Oh, we have a pressie…found it outside our door!  Ye’ll never guess who it’s from!”

Cynthia tried to think of who John was talking about.  When it suddenly struck her, she gasped in surprise, “Mimi?!”

“None other,” he grinned.  “Come on, let’s see what she got us…maybe we can pawn it!”

“John!” Cyn scolded with a smile.

In the kitchen, Cynthia went to the box sitting on top of the table where John left it.  Taking it between both hands, she inspected the outside.  “What makes ya so sure it’s from Mimi, John.  There’s nowt here but our names….”

John leaned against the kitchen countertop, “Of course it’s her, Cyn!  Just like her leaving it like that, isn’t it?  God forbid she admit she was wrong or say that she’s sorry….nah, this is just like her, luv.”

Cynthia shrugged and started tearing away the wrapping.   Prying open the box, she very carefully withdrew a fragile, antique-looking vase.  “Oh my, it’s beautiful!”

John moved closer to inspect it.  “Mmmm…if ye like that sort of thing.”

“Oh John, no, it’s lovely!  It must have set her back quite a few bob!  We’ll have to thank her, John.  You know, it really wouldn’t kill us to make the first move…especially after she’s given us such a lovely gift!”

John looked at his new wife lovingly, and shook his head, “Yer too good, Cyn. If I were in yer place,  I’d be put out fer a while at least after the way she treated you!”

“Well…,” she blushed at the compliment.  Spotting something else in the box, she said, “Oh John, there’s a note!”  Retrieving the white paper, folded in half, she passed it to John and went back to admiring the unusual vase.  As John read the note, his face grew pale:

Congratulations on your recent nuptials, my young friend, and my very best wishes for your lovely bride.  I do hope that she is well and taking good care in her delicate condition.  Please accept this gift as a token of my esteem and affection.  The enclosed item is a Corinthian vase, circa 2 B.C. that, I believe, would look quite stunning in your new parlor.

Best Regards,

M. Phleiss

“John…?”  Cyn repeated, concerned at John’s reaction to the note.  Still believing the gift – and the note – were from Mimi, she felt herself grow angry, thinking that Mimi must have written something terribly hurtful to make John react this way.  “John!  What is it?  What did she write?” she demanded.

John swallowed hard.  “It’s not from Mimi,” he said in a half-whisper.

Frightened now, Cynthia went to her husband and slipped her arms around his waist.  Looking up, she searched his face for some clue as to what was happening.  “Then who is it, John?  Who sent the gift?”

Shutting his eyes tightly, John took several slow, deep breaths, trying to calm himself.  The last thing he wanted to do was alarm Cynthia, but the revelation had been so unexpected…he had been so certain the gift had been from Mimi.  How the fuck does he do it?  How does he always know? Is the bastard baiting me?  Is that it?  What does he mean he hopes that she’s well and taking care of herself in her delicate condition?  Is he threatening Cyn? Is he threatening me? My God, how the fuck do I put an end to this nightmare?  “’salright, luv,” he weakly tried to assure her.

“No, John…it’s not.  Look at you, yer shaking!  Who is this…,” she grabbed the note, reading the signature, “…M. Phleiss?”

It hurt John to hear Phleiss’ name from his wife’s lips. It seemed…obscene.  “He’s a fella I met in Hamburg,” he said.

Cynthia stared at John for a few moments, “Ah, I see…,” she said, leaving John to wonder whether she really did…she seemed that certain.  Taking a deep breath, she pulled a chair out and took a seat, pushing the vase aside so she could see John better. “What did you get yersef involved in, John?”

“W-What do yer mean, luv?” John felt himself starting panic.  She couldn’t possibly know…could she?

“Ah, John!  I’m yer wife now, luv…yer wife!  Fer better an’ worse an’ all that…I want to share everything with you.  If ye’ve gone and gotten yerself in some sort of fix back there, then please John, just tell me about it…we’ll suss out what to do…together.”

Biting his lower lip, John looked at his young bride.  Her eyes pleaded for the truth, but he wasn’t sure what to say.  He wanted to tell her…more than anything, he wanted at least one other human being to help him bear the load.  Who better than Cyn?  Loving, loyal, forgiving Cyn…she would understand…I know she would.  Just like I knew Stu would understand…Stu…I told him, didn’t I?  I told him, and now he’s dead.  Dead…. 

“Yer right, luv.  Phleiss was a gangster…I’d run some errands fer him….You know, fer a few quid,” John lied, continuing now that he was on a roll. “There was no reason to expect I’d ever hear from him again.  That’s why I reacted the way I did, Cyn.  I didn’t think he knew where I lived, but I guess I must have let it slip…..”

“Bollocks!” she interjected vehemently.

“Eh?” John was taken off guard.

“John…until this afternoon, we didn’t even know we’d be living here!  How the fuck did this Phleiss know?  Tell me that, John!”

Good question, Cyn…excellent question…I only wish I had an answer…..

