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The audience was already cheering enthusiastically when the lights came up inside the London Pavilion.  As the credits flashed upon the screen, several pressmen defied protocol and snuck out of the theater to phone in reviews of “A Hard Day’s Night” to their respective newspapers.  They were all in agreement….if the reception of the film at its premier was any indication, it was going to going be a great success. As the applause continued, the boys looked at each other with a mixture of embarrassment and pride, each one grinning broadly.  Even John was not immune to the elation they all felt.  Cynthia looked at her husband, tears of joy standing in her eyes, “I’m so proud of you, luv!” she whispered, kissing him quickly before the photographers could catch her at it.

“Ta, Cyn,” John replied, genuinely touched.  “Oh, ‘ey…,” he nodded past her to indicate that the group was moving from their seats.  Cynthia reached down to retrieve her purse, and with his hand placed lightly at the small of her back, John guided her out of the row and toward the lobby of the theater.

No sooner had they crossed the threshold than a blitzkrieg of flashbulbs went off, momentarily blinding them all.  “Fuckin’ hell!” John murmured, rubbing his eyes.

“Right, lads, once Princess Margaret and the Earl are off, we’re on our way,” Neil instructed conspiratorially.  “Now, listen, the crowd has doubled since we came in, so yer going to have to move quickly.  No time fer waves and the like,” he said pointedly in Paul’s direction.  “Just run to the car, ya can wave through the window, right?”

Feeling a bit shell-shocked, they all nodded their understanding.  Without even noticing, they’d all been lined up, one in back of the other.  When Neil opened the lobby door, and yelled, “Go!” they took off, aiming straight for the open door of the large black Austin Princess Limousine that would whisk them away to the Dorchester Hotel where the party awaited them.  Once the last Beatle was in, a policeman slammed the locked door shut, and, with a single slap on the hood of the vehicle, they were off.  

Laughing, Paul and George were turned around in their seats, watching the fans chase after the departing vehicle, encouraging the girls with waves and smiles while, sitting across from Paul, Ringo looked on in amusement. Cynthia, who rarely traveled with her husband during public appearances, was seated next to George, facing forward, allowing her to face John, who sat in the jump seat across from her.  

Wordlessly, she looked on as John casually slipped his hand in his trouser pocket and partially withdrew the strange gold object he’d taken to carrying with him lately.  After a quick glance at it, he slipped it back into his pocket, a ritual she’d seen him repeat numerous times since their return from America.  Assuming it was some sort of good luck charm, she initially dismissed his seeming fascination with it, but lately, his fascination appeared to have grown into an obsession, and it had her concerned.  Just a few weeks before, John had misplaced the odd piece of jewelry and had gone nearly mad trying to find it.  Her attempts to calm him that day were met with a rage and desperation that literally drove her and Julian from the house.  When John phoned her at a friend’s flat later that evening to apologize and tell her that he’d found it, she’d felt every bit as relieved as he did, but her questions concerning the importance of what looked to her like a broken brooch were met with dismissal. “I can’t really explain it, Cyn.   You just have to know that you can’t ever touch it…not you, not Jules…no one, Cyn…promise me.”  In the end, she did – though she still had no idea why.  Better to just go along, she thought, sighing as she added this latest mystery to a long line of things she just didn’t understand lately about her enigmatic young husband.

Across from Cynthia, John sat quietly smoking a cigarette, all but oblivious to the spirited chatter around him.  Although he was looking out the window, peripherally, he could see and feel the weight of his wife’s stare.  He saw her expression and knew that, yet again, she was wondering about the talisman.  He cursed himself for bringing it out in front of her again, but the habit of checking for it was becoming so ingrained, he was hardly aware himself that he was doing it.  At first, he tried to be inconspicuous.  It should have been enough for him to feel the weight of it against his thigh.  It should have been – but it wasn’t.  He didn’t trust the talisman…or himself for that matter.  If it possessed the ability to move from one place to another the way it had, how was he to be certain that the weight he felt wasn’t just a rock?  No, it wasn’t enough to feel it…he had to see it.  Unfortunately, that meant that Cyn saw it, too.  

Flipping open the ashtray, he stubbed out the burnt down remains of his cigarette with a bit more vigor than necessary.  The fear and frustration were starting to wear him down.  Not only did he have to worry about keeping the talisman from causing further harm, he had to worry about keeping everything about it a secret from those closest to him.  He knew he’d dodged a bullet in Washington….in more ways than one.  For the first time, he found himself wondering what Cyn must have thought when she woke up alone in their bed that morning.  Christ!  If she only knew!

The limousine pulled curbside in front of the Dorchester Hotel where there was yet another burgeoning crowd of photographers and fans.  He shifted his gaze forward, and his eyes met hers.  Forcing a smile, he leaned forward and kissed her lightly on the lips.  “If I haven’t already told ya, Mrs. Lennon….you look smashing tonight!”  Cynthia smiled and followed him out of the car.
“Dear Lord, George, please tell me you did not say that to the Princess!” Brian exclaimed in exasperation.

“I was fair starving, Bri!  Besides, she was okay with it…she understood!” George replied defensively.

“But you asked Princess Margaret to leave, George!  That’s just not done!” the manager persisted.

Nonplussed, George answered with a shrug, “Well, it’s done now.”

Brian rolled his eyes and walked away, mumbling to himself.

Giggling, Paul asked, “You really asked her to leave?!”

“Well, he said we couldn’t eat until after Princess Margaret and Snowden left the party!” George explained, pointing with his steak knife at Brian Sommerville, the group’s press officer. 

“Oi, ye’ll be paying fer this one, son!” John laughed. 

“What?!  I was bleedin’ hungry!  I hadn’t had a bite all day, ya know!”  Everyone sitting around the table broke out in laughter….Paul, Ringo, John, Cyn, Neil, Mal, George Martin….everyone but the hapless press officer.

When the laughter had subsided and the table had quieted down, Paul looked around and observed, “Nice party, though.”

“Bit of a drag, if ya ask me,” George replied, giving a sour face.

“Oh, I don’t know, it seems alright…fer a posh to-do, that is,” Ringo put in affably.

“Ah, but the real party starts at midnight!” John said with a leer.

“Why’s that?” Paul asked, prompting John and George to stare at him disbelief.  “Oh!  Ritchie!  That’s right!  Sorry, Ritch!”

“’salright, Paul,” Ringo said with a laugh.

“Well, I don’t know that I’ll be staying that late,” George Martin said as he raised his glass in salute, “so, here’s to a happy twenty-fourth Ritchie, and many more!”  Those sitting around the table echoed Martin’s sentiments as they, too, toasted the birthday Beatle.

“Ta, George!” Ringo answered modestly.

Just then, Brian returned to the table, seeming quite excited.  “What’s with you, then?” John asked.  “You look about to burst!”

Shaking his head, Brian explained, “It was the most incredible thing!  I was getting myself a drink, and I met this young man - ”

“Oh, that again!” John said dryly, causing snickers among the other boys.  

Brian glared at him as he continued, “…and he claims to be a psychic medium – you know – fortune telling, speaking to spirits, that sort of thing….”

“What’s he doing here?” Ringo asked.

“Well, he’s not here…not here for the premier party, that is.  He was hired as entertainment for another function here at the hotel.”

“Okay…so what’s so ‘incredible’?” Paul asked.

“Well, naturally, I expressed my disbelief in such things.  He didn’t seem surprised or insulted….Quite the opposite, actually.  He smiled and then, amazingly, he proceeded to tell me things about myself that no one else could possibly know!  I’m telling you, this lad’s the real thing!”

George Martin sat back and lifted his hand to his face to cover the smirk.  

“His talent or gift…whatever it is….is extraordinarily impressive!” Brian argued.  “I really don’t believe he’s playing at it, and…,” he paused then added haltingly, “I’ve invited him over.” 

“You what?!” John exclaimed while George rolled his eyes in vexation.

“Ah, c’mon lads, it could be a larf!” Ringo encouraged.

“Yes…yes, just talk to him,” Brian said excitedly.  “See if I’m not telling you the truth!”  Just as Brian looked away from the table, he saw the young man approaching.  Standing, he waved the man over to the table.  As he drew closer, Brian started making introductions.  “Lads, this is Alec Bishop, the young man I was telling you about.”  

Before Brian had a chance to complete the introductions, Alec addressed the group as he shook hands with each boy, “It’s a pleasure to meet you all.  I must say, I’m a very big fan!  Oh, and I hear congratulations are in order!  Brian says your movie opened tonight and was very well received!”

“Well, thank you,” Paul spoke first.  “Yes, the film looks like a success -”

“Ah, but then you already knew that, yeah?” John interjected, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

Alec laughed along good-naturedly, his smile fading the longer he regarded John.  Brian was talking while the group listened attentively.  The young psychic was grateful that everyone’s eyes were on the other man when he felt the familiar shift in his hearing.  The voices around him began to sound further and further away.  He knew what was coming and was prepared for the voice when it came, but, when it did, it only whispered a single word…a name.  But that makes no sense!  What would that entity have to do with this musician?  He continued to stare at John, trying to make sense out of what he was told.

“Alec? Alec?”  He was suddenly aware that Brian was calling his name and saw John turn his gaze upon him. Realizing that the Beatle knew he was staring, Alec quickly looked away, and his hearing returning to normal almost immediately.

“Sorry?”  the shaken young man asked, shifting his attention to Brian.

The manager looked at him oddly.  “I was just telling the boys about the accident you had as a child that led to your…er, gift.”

“Yes?” Alec asked, still feeling somewhat disoriented from his encounter.  Coming to, he added quickly, “Yes!  Oh, right…well, the doctor said I had actually drowned…that I had been dead for several minutes before I was brought back.  When I was, apparently…,” he smiled at the group nervously, “…I was not alone.”

“Ah, ya probably weren’t dead at all…just frozen,” George stated dismissively.

“Perhaps…but that’s not what the doctors said,” Alec countered politely.  “I should think they’d know best.”

“Seems how if that’s all it took, I’d be seeing ghosts everywhere!” Ringo joked.

Smiling in response, Alec asked, “Oh yes?”

“Yeah, I was always ill as a kid.  Spent me childhood in hospital, I did!”

“I’m sorry to hear that.  Had you ever actually…you know…passed over?”

Ringo’s brows shot up as he considered the question.  “Ya mean ‘died’?  Nah, plenty of times they thought I would, but I don’t think I ever did.  Ya’d remember that sort of thing, wouldn’t you?”  Everyone at the table laughed, though Ringo didn’t know why.  He wasn’t trying to be funny.

“Well, there you are,” the psychic surmised with a smile.

As conversation continued on around him, time and again Alec was drawn back to John.  He didn’t like the energy emanating from the musician, yet he couldn’t quite identify the source.  The name the companion had whispered was one he was familiar with.  He’d encountered the name before.  In those situations, however, it had made sense.  Looking at the Beatle, however, he couldn’t understand the connection.  Sure, it seemed that John could be quite surly when he chose to be, but he seemed otherwise innocuous.  So why, then, had the companion whispered the name of a demon?

The two men sat across from one another in the dimly lit diner.

“You are certain?”

“I am.  The portents are all indicate it is so, and…,” the younger man paused for emphasis, “…there was another sacrifice.”  At this, the old man’s head shot up.  The other man continued, “A young woman.  While they were in DC.”

“How on earth did they cover something like that up?” the old man asked with incredulity.

“They had two of their employees bring the body to a ghetto.  No doubt to divert any investigation.”

The old man ran a shaky hand through his thinning hair and sighed tiredly as he looked out the window.  “I’m getting too old for this.  You should choose someone else.  Someone younger, stronger -”

“She chose you, Nathaniel.  Do you doubt her judgment?” the young man asked with a tilt of his head.

“No, no, of course not,” the old man quickly amended.  “It’s just that…well…I’m not at all certain that I have what it takes anymore.”

The younger man’s eyes softened as he reached across and laid a hand over the older man’s.  “Nathaniel, all your life, you have served well.  You will do so again.  Believe it.”

“But if our nemsis’ plan is as encompassing as you say, how am I to battle this alone?” Nathaniel asked desperately.

“You cannot,” the younger man stated simply.  “However, you will not battle him alone.  There are others.”

“Others?”

“Yes, Nathaniel…others.”  

Nathaniel considered this, then shook his sadly, “Even so, it seems like such a monumental, impossible task.” 

“Monumental, yes – impossible, no.  Have faith, Nathaniel.  Despair is our worst enemy.”  The younger man grew pensive before continuing slowly, “There is one thing more you should know….”

Nathaniel’s eyes met those of the younger man.  “And what is that?”

“This will be your last, my friend.”

The old man stared at the other, a small, sad smile formed on his lips, “Ah…,” he answered knowingly.  “I see.”  Forcing a brighter tone, he asked, “Well, where then, am I to go for this last stand?”

Holding Nathaniel’s gaze, the younger man smiled cryptically as he reached into the inner breast pocket of his black jacket, withdrawing an envelope.  Receiving it, Nathaniel opened it as the other gently said, “You are going home, my old friend.”

The old man looked at the plane ticket in his hands, smiling when he saw that it was a one way ticket from New York City to London.  “I’m going home,” he whispered in awe.  Stuffing the ticket back in its envelope and slipping the envelope into his own pocket, he smiled at his companion.  “Thank you, Michael,” he said, his voice quivering with emotion.  Smiling, Michael gave a nod of acknowledgement just before the waitress approached their table.

“Will there be anything else, Father Nate?” she asked.

“No, nothing for me, Ella.  The pie was most delicious, though.  My compliments to the chef!” he replied jovially.

With a snort of derision, the waitress replied, “There ain’t no chef baking pies in this diner, padre!  We get them delivered from the bakery down the block!”

Nathaniel laughed along with her – Michael merely smiled distractedly.

“How about you, Father?” the waitress asked the younger priest.  “Anything else I can get you?”

“No, thank you.  You’re most kind, though.”

“Kindness ain’t got nothin’ to do with it….it’s my job, Father….just don’t forget the tip!”  she called back over her shoulder as she walked back behind the counter.

The two men rose and donned their winter gear.  “Goodnight, Ella,” Nathaniel called out to her.

“Goodnight Fathers!  Watch yourselves out there!  Why y’all get cravings for pie at this time of night, I’ll never understand!  Harlem ain’t none too safe in the daylight let alone after midnight!”

“I’m sorry Mr. McGuiness, it’s still unclear to me exactly why Stanford is interested in my research – after all, as I’m sure you’re already aware, I was let go from Harvard because of this same research.  If you’re not interested in offering me a teaching or research position, what precisely are you offering?”

“Perhaps I wasn’t clear earlier, Dr. Leary.  The Stanford Research Institute does indeed want to assist you with your research – funding included.  Mr Hobson, our president, has authorized me to extend this offer on his behalf. What we require from you, however, is the commitment to keep our…arrangement…confidential.” McGuiness clarified.

The maverick psychologist regarded the businessman for several long seconds before speaking.  “My research will remain my domain, yes?”

“Oh, indeed!” McGuiness readily agreed.  “We have no desire to interfere.  We are only interested in your findings, and, when the time comes, we would like to help you publicize those findings.”

Leary stood and walked to the window overlooking the Millbrook Estate.  “You’ll have to excuse me Mr. McGuiness, but lately I haven’t encountered a great deal of support for my research.  Truly, if it wasn’t for the Hitchcock family and their Mellon millions, I quite possibly wouldn’t have had the means for adequately continuing with it.  I’ve learned the truth of the old saying, ‘If something sounds too good to be true, it probably is.’”

“Your skepticism is quite understandable, but I can assure you that ours’ would be a long and very profitable relationship.”

Leary contemplated the offer a while longer.  “Say I was to sign on the dotted line, so to speak.  If Stanford is not my employer and the Research Institute is not my employer, then who is?”

“Officially?  The Tavistock Institute, Dr. Leary.”

Leary whirled around to face the other man.  “Tavistock?!  In London?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Now why would such a stodgy old dinosaur take an interest in the kind of research I’m doing?”

“You’d be surprised, sir, just how much that ‘stodgy old dinosaur’ can contribute to your research.  Why, just the number of resources it can put at your disposal is mind boggling, and…,” McGuiness knew just the right carrot to dangle, “…you retain complete autonomy….no one looking over your shoulder….no one forcing any limitations upon you….intellectual freedom at its best, Dr. Leary!”

The psychologist stared out the window again, contemplating the offer.  Turning back to the businessman, he extended his hand, and, smiling, he said, “If we’re going to be working together, McGuiness, we need to be less formal, huh?  Call me Tim.”

After midnight, the premier party morphed into Ringo’s birthday party, giving them all an excuse to keep the festivities going.  It was well into the daylight hours when John and Cynthia returned home, and, while his wife went to check on their son, he quickly undressed and fell into bed.  He was sound asleep within minutes and dreaming vividly.

His dream self was standing on top of a mountain surrounded by what looked like millions of people.  He thought it strange that so many people could be gathered together in total silence – and it was then that he noticed that they were all looking at him expectantly.  The continual stare from the crowd unnerved him.  “What the fuck do you want?” he yelled to them.

“They want you to tell them what they must do,” a familiar voice spoke behind him.

Whirling around, John gasped when he saw Phleiss standing there.  “What are you doing here?” John asked suspiciously.

“I am with you always, John,” Phleiss replied indulgently.

Looking back and forth between the crowd and Phleiss, John grew more and more anxious.  “Why the hell would they think I know what they should do?”

“Because you do,” Phleiss replied matter of factly.

“No, mate!  I don’t even know what I’m doing here!”

Phleiss laughed.  “Why, of course you do, my young friend!”

Shaking his head, John argued, “But I don’t!  I’ve no bloody idea!”  He looked back at the crowd and noticed that they had drawn nearer to where he and Phleiss stood.  Looking more closely, he saw that, in their hands,  they all  held a single rock.  Panicking, he begged Phleiss, “Please, tell me why I’m here!”

Sighing, Phleiss shook his head in disappointment.  “John, John…do you really not know?  You are here to choose.”

“Choose?” John shouted, nearly in hysterics.  “Choose what, fer Chrissake?”

Phleiss took a step closer.  “Choose your path, my friend.”

A shadow crossed John’s face and he looked up.  A large cross had emerged from the mountaintop.  He stared at it in awe.  Suddenly, he heard a heavy jangling sound from behind him.  When he turned around, he saw the other three Beatles, dressed in their grey velvet-collared stage suits.  Each one was tossing a large nail from one hand to the other, and all three were staring at John with the same expression as the crowd.  

“Choose, John,” he heard again, but this time, it was not Phleiss who spoke.  Coming up the hill, just behind the other three Beatles, was Stu, and in his hand, he carried a hammer.  “Choose,” Stu repeated.

“Stu,” John croaked.  Suddenly, he felt a sharp pain in his right thigh.  Crying out, he grabbed his leg and felt the scarab through the material of his trousers.  Digging into the pocket he withdrew the talisman, screaming in horror and pain as he realized that it had come to life and had been burrowing into his leg.

Falling to the ground, John shook the beetle from his hand and shouted in desperation, “What the fuck is happening?!”

He felt an arm slip around his shoulders as woman’s voice whispered softly in his ear, “You’ve been chosen, luv, and now it’s yer turn to choose.”  

He slowly turned his head in the direction of the women’s voice.  “Why is this happening to me, Mum?” he whimpered.

Julia smiled beatifically, “Because son, ya asked fer it,” she responded kindly as she pressed a crown of thorns down upon his head.  John cried out in pain and fear as he watched the crowd and the Beatles – living and dead – menacingly close in around him.

