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Chapter Thirty-One

John sat in the elegant Parisian hotel room, staring out of the palatial windows, contemplating the gentle but steady drizzle raining down from the grey wintry sky.  The boys were kicking off the second week of the New Year with an extended eighteen day gig at the Olympia Theatre in Paris, sharing the bill with a French teen pop singer, Sylvie Vartan and a Mexican-American singer, Trini Lopez. With Ringo’s departure from England held back a day by a heavy fog that grounded his flight from Liverpool, John, Paul, and George arrived at Le Bourget on the thirteenth of January to an inordinately modest reception of only sixty or so French teenagers and about one hundred representatives from the press.  After the crowds of thousands they had grown used to throughout the U.K. and Sweden, the lackluster French welcome was a bit humbling.  It was also, as it turned out, an unfortunate portent of the initial Gallic resistance to the spread of Beatlemania.  

Following a dress rehearsal at the Cinema Cyrano in Versailles, the Beatles opened at the Paris Olympia on the sixteenth of January to a largely unreceptive crowd consisting of older, well-heeled theatre-goers.  To further complicate matters, their concert was plagued by one electronic mishap after another, prompting George to insist in angry frustration that their equipment had been intentionally sabotaged.  Worse yet, it was this opening performance that the majority of the French press had attended, and, the following day, the critics assessment of the Beatles ran from cool disdain to downright rude.  The general impression of the lukewarm French response to the boys was summed up Britain’s own Daily Mail:  “Either the Champs-Elysees was not in mobbing mood today, or Beatlemania is still, like Britain’s entry into the Common Market, a problem the French prefer to put off for awhile. Only three girls ask them for autographs. One of them is English.” 

It had been a while since the boys had to work for their accolades and affection, and the French experience might have left them somewhat shaken had they not been so exhausted from the non-stop pace Brian had them running. Tired and homesick, John returned to the hotel needing to hear Cynthia’s voice.  The call hadn’t lasted long, and, upon hanging up, he’d realized that it had done little to improve his spirits.  If anything, it left him feeling more homesick and out of sorts than ever.

“Are ya alright, luv?  You sound a bit…I don’t know…off.”

“Ah, I’m alright, Cyn.  It’s just these bloody French bastards….”

“What?  What, John?  Has something happened?”

She could hear her husband sighing heavily on the end of the line, “No, not really. I just don’t know that we were ready fer the French – or perhaps they weren’t ready fer us.  Maybe I’m just done in….just too long away from home, ya know?  ”

Cynthia was about to remind him that they hadn’t really been gone all that long, but, instead, she paused before responding softly, “It’s nice to hear you say that, John.  Not that I want you feeling sad an’ all, but it’s good to know you miss us as much as we miss you.”

“Of course I do, Cyn!  Fer Chrissakes!” he shot back with a touch of annoyance.  If his response surprised Cynthia, she didn’t let on.  Perhaps she had simply grown to understand her husband’s moods. If so, she’s one up on me!  John himself never really understood where his anger came from.  Glancing back at his freshly made up bed, he recalled how, only that afternoon he had been lying naked in that very bed with a lovely French model, and wondered if that might not have something to with it.  John Lennon was a man who never did handle guilt very well.  “How’s Jules?” he asked, amending his tone.

“Oh, our wee man is doing just grand!  He misses his daddy, though - don’t ya darling?” John could hear his nine month old son cooing happily in the background, and it made him smile.  Despite the fact that the pregnancy and subsequent marriage was unplanned, like many in Liverpool - John had moments when he was really quite proud of his small family.  He wondered if he’d be cursed to spend the rest of his life caught in the middle….desiring to be a good husband and father on the one hand; desiring to be the hedonistic rocker on the other.  The two seemed as though they should be mutually exclusive, but the fans – and the women who were brought to the boys’ rooms in secret – apparently didn’t think so.  Even now, regardless of Brian’s best attempts to keep John’s marriage and family a secret, most everybody knew, and it did nothing to impede his popularity.  In fact, John and Brian were discussing the possibility of having Cynthia join the group on their first trip in America the following month.  Again, John was undecided – the prospect of having his wife along alternately pleased him and irritated him.  

Just then, George popped his head into the room, “’ey, John!  Brian wants ta see us all.  Sommat ‘bout a telegram!”

“I’ll be right along,” John replied unenthusiastically, then to Cynthia, “I’ve got to ring off now, luv.  I’ll ring ya tomorrow, eh?”

“Alright, luv.  Get some rest tonight, John , you sound knackered.”

“I will, Cyn,” he lied. “Give Jules a hug from his ol’ Da, eh?”

The young couple said goodnight, and John replaced the receiver.  Sitting on the edge of his bed, a half-empty glass of scotch and coke in his hand, he listened disinterestedly to the noises coming from the common area of the luxurious suite.  As usual, the suite was filled with men from the press and girls from who knows where.  Rarely was there a time when the Beatles hotel suite anywhere consisted only of the boys and their small entourage.  

He took his time responding to Brian’s summons.  The tosser probably wants to add more dates to the tour or sommat.  Christ, we’re only fucking human!  Well, I’ll just tell him no if he does….it’s not like the others will.  Fucking performing fleas – that’s what we are….

“Oi, John!  What’s ‘olding ya up?” Paul called from the other room.  John glanced in the direction of the door, and with one hand, gestured obscenely in response.  Then, with a sigh, he hoisted himself from the bed and made his way into the common area.

As he entered the room, he was surprised to find it virtually empty, save for the other three Beatles, Neil, Mal, and Brian himself.  Their manager was sitting in a chair, holding what looked like a telegram in his hand.  Though he wore a smug expression, John knew him well enough to know that – whatever the news was – Brian was fairly bursting to tell it.  That meant it was good news.  Right.  But whose idea of good.…his or mine?  His three band mates were sitting on the floor around Brian, looking at John expectantly.  With a shrug, John went over to where they sat and lowered himself to the floor.  Looking around at the small gathering, he asked jokingly, “Story time?”

Brian cleared his throat.  “Not quite, John.”

“Oh,” John mouthed as he then downed the remainder of his drink in one swallow.  “So, let’s hear it then, Bri.”

“I have a telegram here…,” Brian stated, pausing for effect.

“That much we know,” John replied sarcastically.  Bugger should’ve stayed with RADA, John thought unkindly.

Keeping his tone light, Brian added, “It’s from America, boys.”

Now, like the others, even John sat a bit straighter, his attention focused on the paper Brain held.  They were scheduled to make their premier in the US on the Ed Sullivan show in less than a month, and they were all uneasy about the consistent lack of response from the other side of the Atlantic.  Songs that were huge hits for the Beatles in the UK and Europe continued to fail in the country that spawned the rock and roll that influenced their generation so greatly.  News from America was important indeed.

Brian looked from one boy to the other.  Keeping his voice low, almost quivering, he said, “This telegram is from Capitol Records,” he read from the paper, “‘Advance report from Cashbox confirms “I Want to Hold Your Hand” to chart at number one.  Congratulation, boys!’”  Brian paused, then added, “You have your first number one hit in America, lads!”

There was silence for several moments as each Beatle digested the news.  Even Mal and Neil sat in a reverent silence as the full impact of what they had just been told hit them.  Suddenly, John whispered in awe, “We did it.  We fucking did it!”

As if that were the cue they’d all been waiting for, the room erupted in shouts of jubilation as the boys jumped up from the floor, patting each other’s backs in congratulations and playfully punching one another.  Paul jumped on Mal’s back as the large man carried him throughout the rooms shouting, “We’re number one!”  Brian opened the outer door to allow the press back in and quickly explained what had happened.  The few pressmen who were there at the George V Hotel decided that the appropriate way to celebrate was to hire several of Paris’ finest call girls, including a small group of bisexual women who later provided a “show” for an appreciative audience which also consisted of the odd Beatle or two.  George Martin, who was in Paris with them to produce German versions of both “She Loves You” and “I Want to Hold Your Hand,” was awakened by Brian at one in the morning and told of the recent developments.  Despite the hour, he quickly dressed to join the festivities in the Beatles’ suite.  The celebration went on all through the night, and it was a very tired but euphoric John Lennon who watched the sun rise over the city of Paris the next morning.  

Sitting on the sill in the large window, he gazed absently at the scene below him.  In the room itself, George was passed out on his bed still fully clothed and snoring quietly.  John glanced over at the boy and gave a small laugh as remembered how hours earlier, he walked into in the room they shared only to find George being “pleasured” by no fewer than three lovely young women.  For a reason he couldn’t particularly put his finger on, it made him proud.  “Quiet Beatle” me arse! he snorted.  

Moving away from the window, John went to the wardrobe and withdrew his coat and scarf.  He slipped into the coat, buttoning it all the way to the collar and wrapped the scarf securely about his neck.  Grabbing his newsboy cap, he quickly ran a comb through his long hair, and perched the cap on his head just so.  Pulling his gloves from the pocket of his coat to have at the ready, he tip-toed from the room, taking special care to close the door quietly behind him.  Entering the common area, he paused and considered leaving a note, dismissing the thought almost immediately.  I won’t be gone all that long.  I’ll probably be back long before any of this lot even begins to wake up.  

He left the suite and walked down the corridor toward the lift.  Once downstairs, he strode through the lobby and out the front door, nodding at the doorman in greeting.  As he crossed the threshold, he inhaled sharply as the frigid air hit his exposed face.  Winding his scarf tighter and lowering the cap on his head, he made his way down the street toward the Champs-Elysées.

America.  Christ!  We’re number one in America.  He still struggled to wrap his mind around the fact.  America.  It was the home of Elvis and Smokey and Carl….all the music and musicians he’d loved and emulated, and now, the Beatles had the number one record in the whole country.  I wonder what Elvis thinks about it?  I mean, does he like the song?  The thought that Elvis heard one of their songs made John giddy – a fact he would never admit to aloud to anyone.  He let his imagination have free reign.  “’ey Elvis, we have a song here that would be perfect fer ya!  The only thing is, mate, ya have to stop making those shit films, yeah?  Yer a rocker not a soddin’ film star!”  The fantasy made him smile.  He thought back to the tour they’d shared with Roy Orbison – another hero.  They were all gobsmacked at meeting him – even more so than when they met Little Richard, Dion, and Fats Domino….but Orbison was a regular bloke, he was!  Decent fella with a great sense of humour!  Though they’d not all become fast friends, they got on well together, creating a memorable tour.  However, throughout their time together, John would occasionally remember with a sudden clarity all the nights he’d listened to Orbison on the radio transmitting out of Luxembourg….and there we were – these four scruffs – sharing a bill with him!  Smiling, he shook his head at the memory.  America.  And now she is our’s!

There were a few people out and about on the street.  Mostly the remnant of late night revelers trying to get home before it got too light, John guessed.  It would still be hours yet before even the shopkeepers were around, opening up their stores and cafes.  He enjoyed the peace and quiet, but the constant cold breeze was making him miserable.  Figuring he had accomplished his task of clearing his head, he turned back toward the hotel, quickening his pace at the thought of a warm radiator and a hot cup of tea.

As he entered the marble-clad lobby, he approached the front desk and asked that a pot of tea be delivered to the suite.  After confirming the order was only for one, he started to walk toward the lift when he was stopped by a familiar voice.

“Guten morgen, Herr Lennon.”

John froze.  A million pinpricks ran up and down his spine as his stomach flipped, and the adrenaline that surged through his body in that instant caused him to breakout in a sweat.  He did not turn around.  He did not have to.  He knew that voice.  He knew the creature behind that voice.  And he wanted to scream.

