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Chapter Thirty-Nine

Quinn sat behind his desk, nervously shuffling papers from one side to the other.  “Really, Moe, I don’t think you’ve anything to worry about.  Everything is progressing splendidly.”

“Do me the great favor, Reginald, of refraining from condescension, hmm?  Something here is amiss, and it has not escaped my attention!”  The old man’s voice was even, almost amiable, and that unnerved Quinn all the more.

“I apologize most profusely, my old friend, if I have offended you in any way.  It’s just that I am…well, I’m a bit at a loss to understand what it is that you believe is…amiss,” he stammered sincerely.

Phleiss sat across from the supervisor, staring and assessing.  The truth of the other man’s claim was not in doubt – Quinn knew nothing – but why?  “Settle yourself, Reginald,” Phleiss said with a sigh as he stood and walked to the window.  With his back to the supervisor, he looked out over the city and continued, “I want you to see to this personally, yes?  I understand your assistant is quite capable, but something very essential has escaped you both.  You will need to find out what that something is.”

Bewildered, Quinn asked, “But why do you think there is anything wrong, Moe?”

“I don’t think it, I know it!  Do not ask how I know.  You, of all people, Reginald, should understand my unique gift for…business,” he smiled as he said this, but the smile made Quinn’s blood run cold.  

It is a predatory smile…the smile of a cat with the mouse cornered.  Quinn shivered in response to the image.  “I will personally look into it, Moe,” he assured the old man.

“Excellent!” Phleiss exclaimed enthusiastically.  “Identify the problem and then eliminate it….quick, clean, and final, yes?”  Quinn nodded.  “Now, there is another bit of business I would like you to see to.”  He leaned over and dropped a folded note on the desk.  Quinn unfolded the note with trembling hands and saw two names written in the familiar black scrawl.  “I would like you to investigate the first and update the dossier on the second,” Phleiss instructed.

“Alec Bishop….  Nathaniel Tremain….Tremain….why does that name sound familiar?” Quinn questioned.

“Father Nathaniel Tremain, Reginald….a Jesuit…a well-respected professor of theology, and a lesser-known exorcist,” Phleiss chuckled.  “….a superstitious fool with just enough clout and influence to be an annoyance.  We established a dossier on him at the start of the initial project to track his activities and ensure that he did not have adequate opportunity to interfere with our interests.”

“But surely he is an old man now!  How much harm can he possibly cause?”

“I am an old man, as well, my friend!  Do you presume me to be so infirmed as to be impotent just because I am an old man?”

“No….no, of course not!” Quinn replied a bit too eagerly.

“Just so….I want to know what our old friend is up to.  He works in alliance with Mr. Bishop…a gifted young psychic.  I cannot stress adequately the importance of a thorough surveillance of these men!”

“Do you suspect that they have something to do with this problem you perceive?”

“I’ve no doubt of it,” Phleiss murmured, as if to himself.  Turning toward Quinn, he added, “There are two things I know of these men at the moment, Reginald…two things that distress me considerably.  One, they are both members of The Fraternity, and that is no coincidence, I’m certain of it!  Secondly, and more troubling, they have made contact with our young friend.”

This took Quinn by surprise.  “How on earth do they know John Lennon?”

“They sought him out,” Phleiss grimaced.

“But, but how did they even know to seek him out?”

“That, my old friend, is a most excellent question!”  Phleiss turned back toward the window, and added quietly, “But I will find out, and, when I do, I will deal with it…personally.”  Quinn heard the quiet determination in the old man’s voice and had no illusion about Phleiss’ ability to make good on the threat.  Suddenly then, the other man’s countenance shifted and he asked, “Do you play poker, Reginald?”

Quinn was taken off guard by both the change in Phleiss and by the randomness of the question.  “I’ve played…back in the army we passed many hours in the game, but bridge is more to my taste these days.  Why do you ask, Moe?”

“It is a most interesting game….one increases one’s chance of winning by bluffing.  Imagine it!  A game whose premise rests on one’s capacity for deceit!  It’s so deliciously…human!” he laughed.  

“I-I’m afraid I don’t follow, Moe,” Quinn smiled nervously.

“It’s quite alright, Reginald!  You see, our young friend, John, is being unduly – and I might add, unfairly – influenced.  His new friends may establish just enough of an influence to sway him…to embolden him to think he can reject his destiny.  If so, he must be brought back into line…immediately.”  The old man paused before continuing, “So you see, Reginald, if the project were indeed a game of poker, I would be inclined to say….it’s time to up the ante!”

“Phleiss?!”  Paul repeated.  “Yeah…yeah, I remember him!  Hamburg, right?”

George nodded as he sipped his tea.  “Never quite knew what it was he was offering – or what it was he wanted.”

“Who is he?  I don’t remember him,” Ringo put in.

“Before yer time, Ritch!” Paul told him.

“Well, before you were a Beatle, anyway,” George corrected.

“So, what?  He wanted to manage you?” Ringo asked.

“Nah, that was the weird thing!  I asked him – straight up – and he said ‘no,’ he didn’t want to manage us --” 

“Oh yeah!” Paul interrupted excitedly.  “I remember!  He said something about making opportunities for us.  That it would be up to us to take ‘em or not….some rubbish like that!”

George was already nodding his agreement before Paul had finished speaking, and the two took turns telling the story after that.  “Right!  And Stu – poor bastard – he’d pulled John aside to warn him off --”

“But while Stu was tryin’ ta convince John, Bruno comes out telling us we had to play on our only night off and John was about ta have a go at him --”

“But Horst came over to calm everyone down, ‘cept John comes back to the table – see? – and tells Phleiss ‘yer on’!  Just like that!”

“We all thought he’d gone off his head!”

“Well, ya know John….he wasn’t about to admit he was wrong or that he just about scuppered everything, but he told us later that he’d told Phleiss to bugger off --”

“An’ we never saw the ol’ fuck after that, so we had no reason to not believe that John didn’t do what he said he did --”

“’til now…,” George finished gravely.

“’til now,” Paul echoed.

Ringo blew a heavy sigh through his teeth and sat back against his chair, shaking his head in disbelief.

The three of them sat in the large, drafty studio, huddled around the tray of tea, silently mulling over the meaning of this most recent development.  Had it not been for John’s reaction to the name, George wouldn’t have even given it a second thought.  Moephet Phleiss would have been just another name from the past, but George had seen how shaken his friend got at the mere mention of the name and knew John well enough to also know that there had to be a reason – and a good one, at that.

“Well, you really don’t know fer sure there’s any connection with what happened in Hamburg, ya know?” Ringo offered sensibly.  “Perhaps it was just that John was hoping he wouldn’t hear from this fella again.”

“You didn’t see John’s face, Ritch!” George explained.  “He had this look….I mean it was pure…I don’t know….,” he was struggling to find the right words when suddenly an idea struck him.  “Remember when he found out that Cyn was preggers?” he asked Paul.

“Oh yes!” Paul answered with an exaggerated roll of his eyes.

“Well, that’s the look he got when this Bishop fella said Phleiss’ name!”

“Dread,” Ringo summed up.  “He had a look of pure dread.”

“Yeah, that’s it!” George concurred.

“But…,” Paul interjected.  “….the question is….what is he dreading?”

The question was left hanging unanswered as each young man looked to the other with nothing to offer but the worry and concern etched in his face.

Brian replaced the receiver on the telephone and, sighing, pinched the bridge of his nose to ward off the imminent headache. 

Seeing this, Alistair asked with concern, “You look perturbed, Brian….bad news?” 

Officially, Alistair Taylor was the General Manager of NEMS, but he was also Brian’s right hand man, and the boys’ affectionately – and most appropriately – called him “Mr. Fix-it.” However, ultimately – and most importantly- he, along with Peter Brown, was one of the few individuals Brian could claim as a true friend and confidante, and he had no doubt that Alistair’s concern was genuine.

“No, not bad,” Brian smiled distractedly, “…just more complications.  Honestly, I simply don’t understand what they’re thinking half the time!”

“Who?”

Brian waved dismissively.  “It doesn’t matter,” he murmured, realizing he was close to revealing too much. No one, but no one can know about Quinn and Tavistock….they mustn’t even suspect!

“I’ve been asked to add Manila to the world tour next year.”

“The Philippines?!”  Alistair asked in surprise.

Brian nodded.  “The Philippines.”

“But not Australia?”

“No, not this time.”

It didn’t make any sense to Alistair, but he’d learned the hard way not to push Brian to answer questions he clearly didn’t want to answer.  He knew Brian was receiving orders from someone, but had no idea who it was or why they held such authority over the young manager.  Whoever it was, Brian was intimidated by him…or them.  The question had nagged at Alistair for years.  It didn’t happen often, but, when it did, it was obvious there was someone other than Brian who was directing the course for the boys.  Deciding to try a new tactic, he threw caution to the wind and asked the manager, “Did they say why?”

The question snapped Brian out of his reverie, “Sorry?” 

“I said, did they say why?  Why Manila?  Why not Australia…or New Zealand for that matter?”

Expressionless, Brian stared at Alistair for an extended pause.  Finally, he spoke in a calm, even voice that belied the anger it camouflaged.  “They who?”

That almost did it.  Alistair was almost ready to quit the question, but something he discerned in Brian’s eyes – fear? desperation? - provoked him to push forward.  “Whoever it is, Brian, who tells you when and where to alter your plans and schedules for the Beatles.  Whoever it is that…that frightens you into compliance.”

If he’d have blinked, he’d have missed it.  The momentary lapse in the façade…the chink in the well-honed armour.  He’d seen it, though.  Brian’s eyes widening in fright at being found out, but it was gone in a flash, replaced once again by the cool veneer he was used to.  “I’m sure I’ve no idea what you’re talking about, Alistair,” he said quietly as he stood.  “That was a promoter calling from Japan…an acquaintance of the one of the Japanese promoters.”  He started gathering his things, speaking as he worked.  “And, as for why the boys aren’t scheduled to appear in Australia or New Zealand, it’s quite simple, really.  It would mean a minimum of a further five thousand or so miles, resulting in a week long extension of the current tour schedule.  After the near-month-long tour of America last year, the lads made it clear they’ve no desire to be gone from home that long.”  He stood at the door, his hand on the knob, and turned back to face his friend.  “Two more things….will you be so kind as to ring Maureen Cleave and confirm her interview with John?  Then I’d be terribly grateful if you would review the list of tasks I assigned to your supervision last month.  I find it extremely unlikely that you’ve seen to each and every one already.  Really, Alistair, if you’ve that much time on your hands that you’ve nothing better to do than dream up wild fantasies of intrigue, then you might consider investing your time in more practical pursuits, hmm?  Perhaps if you put half as much effort into actually doing your job, I wouldn’t have to scramble about trying to cover for your ineptness.”  With that last biting remark, he was gone, leaving Alistair to lick his wounds privately.

Stung and angry, the general manager decided that he would get to the bottom of the mystery one way or another.  He went to the door, opened it, and checked to ensure Brian really had left.  Satisfied that he had, he then locked the door and went to Brian’s desk.  Dropping to his knees, he carefully felt around the bottom of the top center drawer for the key he knew Brian always kept taped there.  Of course, Brian didn’t know that he knew about the key, and Alistair planned to keep it that way.  

Finally finding the key taped to the back of the drawer on the left side, he carefully peeled the edges of the tape from the drawer and then from the key itself.  Wiping the tackiness of the adhesive on the key against the leg of his trousers, he tried the key in the lock on the bottom drawer, grateful and relieved when the he felt the lock give way.  With his heart pounding relentlessly against his ribs, he slid the drawer open.  Slowly, he garnered the nerve to actuay look inside.  What he found surprised him.  The drawer held nothing more than a series of file folders neatly positioned in alphabetical order.  He read the labels affixed to each one, their titles all indicated in Brian’s neat block print:  The Beatles; Black, Cilla; The Dakotas, Billy J. Kramer and; on the folder labeled The Merseybeats, Brian had written “cancelled 1963” diagonally across their name in rd ink.  Alistair recalled that the group had left NEMS for Fontana that year.  He moved on to the next folder….The Pacemakers, Gerry and….Alistair continued to peruse the folders, but this was all the drawer held….folders for each artist Brian had signed.  The innocuous contents of the drawer left him feeling somewhat let down.  A cursory look through several of the folders proved that they held nothing of particular interest….old schedules, receipts, song lists, and the like.  So why all the secrecy then?  Why bother locking the drawer?  

He stopped as the last folder caught his eye.  What’s this?  This is no group I’ve ever heard of – not in Liverpool and not here in London!  With a surreptitious glance at the locked door, he pulled the folder from the drawer and, with a small groan, pulled himself up from the crouch he’d been in, taking a seat on Brian’s chair.  Reaching over, he pulled the chain on the small desk lamp and placed the folder before him.  A persistent intuition told him that this was what he was looking for….that this folder would give him some much needed answers.  He laughed at his own hesitation, but it was a laugh totally devoid of humour.  The folder felt dangerous.  “They who?” he heard Brian ask again.  He ran a finger over the label.  It was identical to the others in every way but one….he had no idea who they were.  Aloud, he softly asked, “So who or what is Tavistock?”

That first day, John stayed talking to his new allies late into the evening.  After that, he’d returned to Nathaniel’s rundown flat numerous times.  Together, Alec and Nathaniel explained all that they knew about Phleiss and his plan for John and the Beatles.  John, in turn, filled in the blanks of their knowledge.  Bit by bit, he haltingly told them about the scarab, the deaths, the haunting, and the nightmares.  He told them how he came to make Moephet Phleiss’ acquaintance and of his strange visit to Phleiss’ even stranger home in Hamburg….how he’d been led by Phleiss himself to the discovery that his name was an anagram for Mephistopheles, Goethe’s famous devil in Faust.  He explained how he had just met with Phleiss hours before his otherworldly encounter with Père Michel Bardot at Sacré Coeur…how the old man had covertly threatened his family with the scarab that went missing only to mysteriously reappear on his hotel room bed.  When John had exhausted all that he could tell them, he reminded the two of the danger he feared he’d put them in simply by telling them these things.  Nathaniel, however, insisted that he and Alec could not possibly be put in any further danger than they already were.  

“The adversary knows his enemies, John.  We were marked men long before Alec brought you to my door.”  The young psychic solemnly nodded his head in agreement.  

The three men then lapsed into a reflective silence, each one lost in his own thoughts.  Suddenly, Alec perked up, remembering. “There’s one thing you haven’t mentioned, John, and I’m wondering if you are familiar with it….Can you tell us what you may know about something called…MK Ultra?”

John thought for a minute, but came up empty.  “MK Ultra?  I haven’t the foggiest!” he told them.

“Ah well, I just thought perhaps it’s something you might have heard of,” Alec said with a sigh of resignation.

“Perhaps you should ask the companion for further clarification,” Nathaniel suggested.

Alec gave a small laugh.  “I only wish I could, Nathaniel, but that is not his modus operandi --”

“Who’s this companion?” John interrupted.

Alec hesitated before answering, “He is somewhat of a spiritual guide.  He conveys information – usually of the clairvoyant sort…that is, of future events,” he clarified upon seeing John’s confusion. “…but he often renders annoyingly non-specific information….a word here…an image there…and it’s left to me to interpret….not an easy task, I can assure you!  I’m certain I’ve been wrong in my interpretations far more often than I’ve been correct!”

“So, he’s – what? – a ghost?” John grinned mockingly.

“Not exactly,” Alec replied, shifting uncomfortably, “…he’s never been , er, incarnate.”

“Eh?”

“Incarnate….in the flesh….he was never human.”

John seemed to contemplate this.  “Well, if he’s this all-knowing spirit thingie, can’t you ask him what we should do about Phleiss then?” 

Alec appeared to fidget uncomfortably under the Beatle’s scrutiny.  “I could…but it would be a very one-sided conversation.  I will never get an answer, you see, since there’s never a dialogue….I can’t even summon him. When he comes, he does so unbidden, and, the information imparted, is imparted in vague whispers or flashes of an image.  I’ve not once received any response to my questions or been told I’d interpreted a message incorrectly when I have.  So, an explanation or suggestion is, quite sadly, out of the question, you see.”  

John nodded understandingly.  Alec then added with a small laugh, “I’m just glad I correctly interpreted the message that led me to the hotel that night!”

“How do you mean?” John asked.

Alec looked at John with surprise.  “I thought you knew!  It was the companion that sent me to you.”

“Sent you?”  John asked in surprise.

Alec nodded.  “It was no accident that I was there the night of premiere….I was sent to you, John.  Even though I wasn’t sure why, I knew I had to be there….I knew I had to meet you.”

“I’m flattered,” John said wryly.

“Well, I didn’t know it was you whom I specifically needed to meet.  I just knew I had to somehow meet the Beatles.  Then, shortly after we’d been introduced, the companion was the one who told me…well, let’s just say that he told me what we were dealing with.  Well, that…and that you were the catalyst.  The next day, I informed the Fraternity.”

“We already knew that something was happening, John,” Nathaniel interjected.  “…and we knew that something also involved Phleiss.  I can tell you I was none too pleased to hear that name again!”

John slowly shook his head in awe and disbelief.  “Ya know, I’ve never been the religious sort, but all this….it’s bloody incredible!  Who would believe it?  And what the fuck did I do – or what am I – that I should be….”  He froze as the familiar word hit him.  He’d almost said it….and then he did….“Chosen....”

“John?” Nathaniel leaned forward, suddenly concerned for the young musician when he saw how the boy paled before whispering the word.  “John?” he repeated.  “What is it?  What were you saying about being ‘chosen’?”  

As if in a trance, the Beatle quietly explained, “That’s what he says….all the time…in my dreams.  ‘You have been chosen.’  I always ask what he means…then he finally answered me….sort of.”

“Answered you? How?  What did he say, John?” Alec pushed, moving from his chair to crouch in front of John.

John stood and, after a moment’s hesitation, started unbuttoning his shirt.  In a fluid movement, he removed it and heard the two men gasp when they saw the mark scratched deeply into his chest.  

“My God!”  Alec exclaimed.  

“Saints preserve us!” Nathaniel agreed, making the sign of the cross.

 John stood under the light, stripped to the waist as the other two men examined the strange marking that remained visible on his chest after several days.  He’d grown self-conscious since putting on the weight last year and was anxious to slip his shirt back on.  Prompting them to hurry, he asked, “So you see it?  It is the number ‘9,’ isn’t it?”

Nathaniel straightened with some difficulty and removed his eyeglasses.  Looking from the mark to John’s face, he said, “I would say it is.  Especially if you say this number has always had some significance for you.”

“But we must be certain not to read more into this than may be there, that would be a mistake.  It could be mere coincidence,” Alec insisted.

Nathaniel appeared to dismiss this.  “Once is a coincidence, Alec.  But if our young friend is correct, and this number has haunted him his entire life, then there is more here that warrants investigation.”  The old man lowered his head and appeared to consider the question.  Suddenly brightening, he moved to an overflowing bookcase and searched the shelves.  “I have a text here on numerology – it discusses the meaning of numbers. 

“Which book, Nathaniel?” asked Alec as he handed John his shirt.

“Wescott’s tome on Occult Numbers and Mystic Virtues,” Nathaniel answered as he searched.

Alec seemed to approve. “Yes, yes, I’ve heard of it.”

“Let’s see…,” the priest scanned the shelves, smiling when he found the book he sought.  “Ah, here it is….”

Moving toward the chair with the book in hand, he was already flipping through its pages as he took a seat.  Finding the passage he was looking for, he read it silently at first.  “Yes, indeed.  Listen to this…. ‘the number nine is known as the ennead…the first square of an odd number, all numbers are bound by it.’  It has great mystical significance, you see?  ‘….it is the number of perfection’ -  since ‘three’ is a perfect number and the Trinitarian formula – three threes or a perfect number multiplied by itself perfectly - would be written as three plus three plus three which equals --”

“Nine,” John answered for him.

“Yes, yes!” Nathaniel nodded enthusiastically.  Turning back to the book, he continued, “It is also the number that signifies conclusion or ending because the gestation of a human is nine months.  Ah, and it is a number that always reproduces itself when multiplied by any other number – such as nine multiplied by three equals twenty-seven….two and seven equals nine, you see?  Therefore, it signifies matter, which can only be changed, but never destroyed.  Dear me, you have chosen a very potent number, John!  Let’s see what we have so far!”  Setting the book aside, Nathaniel stood and retrieved a pad of a paper and a pen.  On the paper he wrote the three words that the number nine signified:


Perfection, Ending, Matter

The three men pondered the three words in silence.

“Matter ending in perfection?  Could it be a reference to the redemption John says Father Bardot discussed with him?”  Alec offered.

Nathaniel looked concerned, however.  Shaking his head slowly, the old man kept his eyes trained on the words and explained, “That would be taking the terms - and their meaning - out of order and thus out of context, Alec.  If that were the case, the words would read, Matter, Ending, Perfection….obviously also lending itself to quite the opposite interpretation if read literally….Imperfect matter – such as the Judeo-Christian tradition has long taught about creation, humanity included – ends perfection – such as Eden was described.  It could refer to The Fall from Grace.”

Alec sighed, “Yes, yes, I suppose it could.  So, what else can you make of it?”

“Read the words in order, Alec….do you see it?”

John watched as Alec focused on the words.  He could have sworn he saw the psychic gasp slightly right before the young man said somberly, “I see it.”

“What?  What do you see?” John asked nervously.  He knew there was something there that unsettled both men, but couldn’t fathom what it was.

Nathaniel took the pen in hand as he spoke.  “The words, John, must stay in their proper order.  Only that gives us the exact meaning.  Perfection, Ending, Matter,” he read each word aloud.  Are we to understand it as ‘perfection’ ends matter?  That makes no sense.  However, if we understand ‘perfection’ as a qualifier, it takes on another meaning altogether.”  Nathaniel then repeated the triad more slowly, underlining each word as he said it.  “Perfection, Ending, Matter….The perfect end to matter….”  Setting the pen down, he looked from Alec to John.  “I fear, John, that your number, the number the adversary claims marks your soul, refers to the end times.”

“The ‘end times’?”  John repeated questioningly.

Nathaniel nodded.  “Yes, John, it refers to the end of the world.”

