Tanz Mephisto

(© 2007)


by Terri
Chapter Forty

He struggled through the thick tropical foliage, making his way toward the sound of human voices speaking in a language he could not discern. The untamed growth seemed to reach out to him, wrapping itself around his arms and legs, hindering his progress. Frantically, he pulled at it, tearing it from his body as he stumbled forward.  Spotting a clearing through the thin veil of greenery just ahead of him, he summoned a surge of strength to hasten his way through the jungle, finally tripping out of the tropical prison and falling to the dirt ground on his hands and knees.  Straightening, he caught his breath and surveyed his surroundings with awe and confusion.  There were several small dwelling places – “houses” would be too optimistic of a description. They were made of sod and straw, corrugated tin and patches of cement, looking as though they were pieced together from bits and pieces of materials discovered and enlisted to construct walls and a roof, as it were.  He imagined that it wouldn’t take a very strong wind to send the structures tumbling to a heap.  

Pulling his sore body up from the ground, he stood and looked for the source of the voices he’d heard.  He closed his eyes and listened carefully.  There.  Just beyond the dwellings.  Carefully, he walked toward the sound.  As he cleared the last structure, he spied them.  A group of women – Asian, by their appearance - ranging from very young to very old.  The most able-bodied of them were standing at the river’s edge, washing clothes in the murky water, and talking animatedly.  The older women appeared to be separating food…“Perhaps in preparation for cooking?”  The children were playing…running and chasing each other in what appeared to be a version of “tag” – their laughter punctuating the women’s conversations.  No doubt, this group constituted, in part at least, the families who lived in the dwellings just behind him.  He stood apart unnoticed and observed them, struck by the fact that they could find so much joy amid so much hardship and poverty.  The thought humbled him, and he couldn’t help but smile.  As he did, a little girl, who couldn’t have been much older than four, spotted him as she peeked out from behind a tree.  He felt an instant panic at being discovered, but all she did was smile and wave shyly.  With an appreciative chuckle, he returned the smile, and waved back.  

Just then, a tremendous roar filled the sky above them, and both he and the child turned their faces toward the sound.  He could see nothing even as the din grew louder.  The women shouted fearfully for their children, grabbing tiny hands outstretched toward them as they ran from the river.  Frozen, he looked from the sky to the women and children and back again.   Finally, he saw what had sent them all running.  Flying so low, it quite nearly brushed the foliage below, was a military helicopter – “…but whose?”  From its tail end, like a mythical dragon, the chopper appeared to be spitting fire.  The smoke and flames impeded his ability to identify whether it was dropping bombs or something else, but, whatever the machine was discharging, it immediately set fire to everything in its path.  He stood rooted with fear and disbelief, too stupefied to even run for cover.  

In a matter of seconds, the helicopter had passed like an awful angel of death, leaving in its wake fire, smoke, rubble, and “…bodies….Oh, sweet Jesus!”  All around him lay the smoldering remains of the women and children who had been peacefully at work and play just moments before.  Those who had not been quick enough to leave the river’s edge when the attack began were now floating lifelessly away from the shore.  He spotted her….the little girl.  He thought he saw her small hand move…“It could just be the motion of the river.”  He didn’t wait to debate it.  Jumping into the water, he waded toward the child, gently scooping up her tiny body in his arms, and holding her to his chest.  Her eyelids fluttered, and his heart skipped a beat.  “She’s alive!”

He made encouraging sounds, trying to communicate comfort and assurance.  His stomach dropped, though, when she turned her face toward him, and he saw that half was nothing but charred skin.  Her lips were moving, and she was emitting little sounds. It took him a moment to realize the sounds were coherent…that they were, in fact, words. Even though he knew he wouldn’t understand, he bent toward her to better hear what she was saying.  Whatever it was, she was fervently whispering the same words over and over again.  He leaned closer and listened carefully.  Suddenly, his head reared back in surprise.  “English?!  She’s speaking English!” The two words she labored to speak slowly registered as her short life just slipped away. In a matter of moments, she was gone….the beautiful Asian child with the shy smile.  Sadly, he let her body float away.  Above him, then, he heard the familiar roar all around him.  They were returning.  Raising his tear-stained face to the sky, he heard the unmistakable whistle of an incoming missile, the child’s last words still echoed in his mind…“Rolling Thunder….” 

Alec awoke with a start, nearly falling from his bed.  Throwing back the tangled bedcovers, he swung his legs over the side of the bed and sat, willing his heart to return to its normal rhythm.  His sweat-soaked body caused him to shiver in the late night coolness of the bedroom.  Grabbing the robe at the bottom of the bed, he swung it around his body and slipped his arms through the sleeves.  He wrapped it tightly around him, tying it securely and raising the collar in an effort to warm himself.  Leaning sideways, he reached for the pack of cigarettes on the night table, and, shaking one loose, grabbed it between his lips.  It took several attempts to ignite the lighter, and, when he’d finally succeeded, he held it to the tip of the cigarette, noticing how badly his hand shook as he did so.  

In quick succession, he inhaled deeply several times, trying to settle his nerves.  There was no doubt in his mind that what he’d just experienced was more than a mere dream.  It was just too real.  The companion had never communicated via dreams before, but Alec knew better than to assume that the spirit-guide wouldn’t use that medium now.  This was more than the passing image or whispered word that he’d grown used to.  This was an all-out vision.  What does it mean?  What was he showing me….and where exactly was I?  He blew the smoke heavily in frustration.  Rubbing his tired eyes with one hand, he then stared at the wall across from him and murmured aloud, “….and what the hell is ‘Rolling Thunder’?”

“Rolling Thunder?” Paul repeated in surprise.  “I thought we’d decided to go with “Plastic Soul”?

“I don’t know, Paul, I rather fancy John’s idea,” George offered, prompting a glance of sheer annoyance.

“But we’d agreed!” Paul pressed.

“It’s not definite until we’re ready to have the LP cut, Paul, so there’s no need to get yer britches in a twist….we’ve got time, lots of it,” Ringo reminded the bassist in an effort to stave off yet another argument.  “It’s just an LP title, ya know?  I mean, I like either one.”

“You would,” Paul shot back with a roll of his eyes.

“Hey, I’m just trying to help, mate!” Ringo retorted defensively.

Before tempers could escalate, George proposed diplomatically, “’ere, why can’t we use the one title for this LP and the other fer our next, eh?” 

John looked at him oddly.  “Does yer arse ever get get sore, George?”

“Eh?  What are ya on about?” 

“Yer arse, George….does it ever get sore from sitting on the middle of the fuckin’ fence all the time?” John clarified sarcastically.

Blowing a sigh, George propped his Gretch carefully against his amp.  “I’m going fer a cuppa,” he said as he rose from his seat.  “Coming Ritch?”

Ringo nodded as he set his drumsticks aside and rose from the stool.

The two Beatles headed for the long flight of stairs leading to the booth and the exit beyond.  With one foot on the bottom step, George turned back toward John and Paul and said glibly, “Ye’ll let us know what you decide, and if it comes to bloodshed, just make sure ya don’t get any on me guitars, right?”

George and Ringo were halfway up the stairs by the time John could think of a response, but, by that time, it seemed rather pointless pursuing it any further.  Besides, it’s Paul who needed convincing.

When the other two were out of earshot, Paul got straight to the heart of the issue and challenged, “So, what’s all this about ‘Rolling Thunder’ anyway?  I thought we were all decided?”

“Well, ya thought wrong, didn’t ya?” John shot back.

“Why?”

“Because ye’ve a habit of it!”

No,” Paul grimaced at the insult, “…why ‘Rolling Thunder’?  You come in here all set on this new idea.  Why?”

“Because I like it,” John lied as he feigned interest in a riff he was picking on his guitar.

“Bollocks!  C’mon John, it’s me, eh?  What’s going on?  Yer pushing this as though yer life depended on it.”

Yer not far wrong, mate, John thought, but instead, replied with exasperation, “I don’t get what yer problem is, Paul!  It’s just a bloody title!  Christ!” 

The other Beatle sat quietly for several moments, remembering what George had told him months ago – what Cynthia had told him since then about John’s frequent meetings with the two strange men who had entered his life shortly after John’s encounter with young psychic they’d met at the premiere party….what she’d said about the numerous conversations in hushed tones behind closed doors where one name was repeatedly mentioned.  Paul knew it was time to find out what was really going on.  He asked gently, “Has it anything to do with this Phleiss character from back in Hamburg, John?”

John’s head shot up in surprise at the mention of the old man’s name.  “What?!”

Clearing his throat nervously, Paul continued, “Listen, a while back, George mentioned that that psychic fella we met at the ‘Hard Day’s Night’ premiere showed up out of the blue and mentioned Phleiss’ name.  He said you came all undone.  Next thing I know, yer hangin’ about with this tosser and some old man.  What is it, mate?  Tell me what’s going on.”

John wanted to laugh and dismiss Paul’s concern.  He wanted to yell and tell him to mind his own fucking business.  He wanted to do anything, say anything except the truth, but the sincerity in his friend’s eyes wouldn’t allow him to do any of that.  Instead, he shook his head slowly and replied sadly, “I couldn’t tell you if I wanted to.”

“Why not?” Paul pressed softly.
John looked him straight in the eyes, willing him to understand.  “Because things happen to people who know.”

Paul gave a small laugh.  “Things?  What sort of ‘things’?”  His smile faded when he saw the somber expression on John’s face.

“Stuart knew, Paul,” John confessed gravely.  “I told him.”

“So?”

“So….now he’s dead.”

Paul heard the quiver in his friend’s voice and stared in disbelief.  “Fer Chrissakes, John, surely yer not saying that Stu died because of something you told him --”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying!” John seethed.  Uncertain how to respond, Paul looked on while his friend struggled to get his emotions in check. John continued more calmly, “Stu knew, Paul. He knew all of it.  And it killed him.”

“That’s mad!” Paul laughed. “Stu died from a brain hemorrhage, John, not anything you said or did.”

“All the same,” John answered quietly as he turned his attention back to his guitar.

Once again, Paul regarded John in silence, not quite knowing what to say.  He knew the other man well enough to know that John believed what he was saying was true.  He believed he actually was responsible for Stuart’s death.  Paul needed to get to the bottom of this.  He needed to understand why John believed that, and, even more importantly, he needed to know what kind of a hold the mysterious old man they’d met long ago in Hamburg had over his best friend….and how the other two men figured into it all.

Tentatively, Paul began, “John?”

“Hmmm?” John murmured as he continued to pick his guitar, studiously avoiding the eyes of the man sitting across from him.

“When we were in Hamburg….you’d accepted Phliess’, er…offer.  You told us later that you’d straightened him away, told him we weren’t interested.”  He chose his words carefully.  “…but you didn’t, did you?”

John stopped picking the guitar and stared silently at the floor, not responding.

After a few moments, Paul gently prompted, “John?”

Silence.

“You can tell me, John.  I won’t be angry.  I just need to know.  I mean, we des--”

“No,” John quietly interrupted.

Paul wasn’t sure he’d understood.  “No?  As in ‘no, I didn’t tell him to bugger off’?”

John nodded without looking at him.  Then, with a sigh, John added tiredly, “Did it never occur to ya, Paul, just how quickly we made it after meeting him?  How we became not just famous, but incredibly famous?  How it seemed like everything we touched turned to gold?  The films, my books, the MBE’s, Shea Stadium, bloody Beatlemania….didn’t ever strike you as being at all strange?  We said we wanted to be bigger than Elvis, and suddenly, we were.  Didn’t you ever wonder why?”

Paul was speechless.  Is he really saying Phleiss is the reason we made it?  Is that even possible?  In the midst of his confusion, Paul tried to think back, tried to remember.  When did things begin to turn around for us?  As the truth dawned on him, his eyes met John’s, and John could see that Paul understood.  “Yer saying Phleiss made all this happen?” Paul asked skeptically.

John nodded.  

“But…if that’s true, John, how?  How did he make it happen, eh?”

John gave a sardonic laugh.  “That, you don’t want to know, believe me!”

“But…what about Brian then?  It’s him who’s been getting us the gigs and the money --” 

John interrupted again.  “Paul, don’t you remember?  Phleiss didn’t want to manage us.  He said he could make things happen…he could give us chances…it was up to us to take ‘em or not.”

Paul did remember.  “Right….but still….if that’s what he’s done, he’s not giving us something fer nothing, John.  What are we giving him, eh?”

John stared at Paul silently, and something in his eyes prompted Paul to wonder if this was, in fact, something he was better off not knowing.

Fidgeting anxiously, Paul pursued a different line of questioning.  “Well, what about this idea of ‘Rolling Thunder’ then?  What, did Phleiss tell you we had to call our new LP that?”  

His attempt at humor fell flat when John answered, “No, he had someone else deliver the message.”

“Oh yeah?  Who was that?” Paul asked brightly, trying to lighten the mood.

John looked at him and replied in complete seriousness, “Me mum.”

The smile froze on Paul’s face. 

“But that’s ridiculous!  What on earth would Brian possibly have to do with an organization like that?!”  Peter scoffed.

Alistair immediately went on the defensive.  “Listen to me, Peter, please!  I can’t tell you why, I can only tell you that he is involved with them….that it is Tavistock who has been controlling everything!”

“It makes no sense, Al, none whatsoever!”  Peter said dismissively.

Alistair sighed heavily and wondered if he hadn’t made a grave error confiding in Peter Brown.  When he’d discovered just what Tavistock was, he was led to more questions than answers, and he felt the need for an ally…a confidante.  Peter seemed the natural choice.  After all, like Alistair himself, Peter had known Brian since the early days back in Liverpool – and, also like him, Peter was a close personal friend of Brian’s in addition to being a high-ranking NEMS employee. He had known about both Peter and Brian’s proclivity for other men, but that didn’t bother him.  Brian was a good friend, and although there was an underlying competitiveness between Peter and himself, he liked the man well enough and respected him.  Regardless of all that, Alistair had known he was taking a risk revealing that he’d been going behind Brian’s back, but he’d hoped that Peter would understand that the subterfuge was motivated by nothing more than concern for Brian himself…and hoped that understanding would be enough to keep Peter from going and telling Brian everything.  Now, however, Alistair feared that Peter might do just that…unless he could convince the other man that there was legitimate cause for concern.  Unfortunately, Peter was giving every indication that was going to be a very difficult task.

“Peter, listen to me.  I’ve looked into these people.  Admittedly, there are things I don’t yet understand, but there’s enough there – enough that I do understand - to warrant the suspicion that they’re somehow using Brian to get at the boys.  I don’t know why, I don’t know what for, but I found evidence in that file that it’s been a fella named Quinn at Tavistock who has been instructing Brian.  Not on everything, but on key things….things that matter….things that direct the course of the lads’ career.”

“But Alistair, of what use can the boys be to an organization that deals in human relations, hmmm?  And, moreover, why would Brian do their bidding all these years?” Peter reasoned.

Alistair pulled a paper from his pocket.  Going to the door, he opened it and checked to see who, if anyone, was in proximity.  No one could overhear what he was about to share.  Satisfied that they were alone, he locked the door and took a seat at the front of Peter’s desk.  “Here’s what I found out, Peter.  See if you don’t have questions after hearing this.”  Alistair began to read from his notes:

The Institute, as it exists today, was established in 1947 to promote research into the social sciences and assist organizations with the application of that research.  It is an autonomous agency that relies on no outside funding.  In particular, they focus their research on anthropology, economics, organizational behavior, political science, psychoanalysis, psychology and sociology.  As a legitimate organization, they have recently started publicizing their own monthly journal, Human Relations. 

“But, Peter, that’s not all.  That’s merely how they choose to present themselves publicly.  The reality is that they’re up to no good, and have been for decades.  Listen to how they originally started….”

In 1921, the Duke of Bedford, Marquess of Tavistock, the 11th Duke, gave a building to the Institute to study the effect of shellshock on British soldiers who survived World War I. Its purpose was to establish the "breaking point" of men under stress, under the direction of the British Army Bureau of Psychological Warfare, commanded by Sir John Rawlings-Reese. Called the Tavistock Institute, it was and remains headquartered in London. Its prophet, Sigmond Freud, settled in Maresfield Gardens when he moved to England. He was given a mansion by Princess Bonaparte. Tavistock's pioneer work in behavioral science along Freudian lines of "controlling" humans established it as the world center of foundation ideology.  

“So Tavistock began by researching ways they could control human behaviour, Peter, but that’s not the worst of it!  In the documents on file at the library, there is a publication - an expose by a retired US Marine Corporal who worked with Tavistock.  He claims that they have ties to both Downing Street and the bloody White House!”  He held his hand up to silence the other man just as Peter was about to speak.    “Listen, I copied his words exactly….”
In 1938, Roosevelt executed a secret agreement with Churchill which in effect ceded U.S. sovereignty to England, because it agreed to let Special Operations Executive control U.S. policies. To implement this agreement, Roosevelt sent General Donovan to London for indoctrination before setting up OSS (now the CIA) under the aegis of SOE-SIS. The entire OSS program, as well as the CIA has always worked on guidelines set up by the Tavistock Institute.  Tavistock Institute originated the mass civilian bombing raids carried out by Roosevelt and Churchill purely as a clinical experiment in mass terror, keeping records of the results as they watched the "guinea pigs" reacting under "controlled laboratory conditions". All Tavistock and American foundation techniques have a single goal---to break down the psychological strength of the individual and render him helpless to oppose the dictators of the World Order. Any technique which helps to break down the family unit, and family inculcated principles of religion, honor, patriotism and sexual behavior, is used by the Tavistock scientists as weapons of crowd control. 

Alistair came to the end of his notes, flipping the page back and forth to make sure he had not left out anything essential.  At last, he looked at Peter.  “You see, then?  And this only part of what this man claims.  He goes on to discuss all of the governments, corporations, universities, and such that are connected in some way to Tavistock, including a special department at Stanford University, which seems to be the primary American arm of the Tavistock Institute.  Peter, imagine it, they are trying to control people’s behaviours – to control their very minds!”

“To do what, Alistair?  Take over the world?”  Peter asked sarcastically.

Alistair was dumbfounded.  How can he be so glib?  Especially after what I’ve just told him?!  He could not keep the defeat from his voice as he answered, “I don’t know.  I don’t know what their plans for the boys are, Peter, or how Brian ended up all mixed up in this.” Folding the sheet of paper, he slipped it back into his pocket and sighed heavily.  “…and I don’t know what more I can say to convince you that there is something bad going on here…very bad.”

Peter watched his old friend and felt sorry for him.  After all, he had no doubt that Alistair sincerely was worried about Brian and, by extension about the boys themselves.  Laying a hand on the other man’s arm, he said, “Alistair, if this is all true, then I agree this organization – Tavistock – is bad business….but all you’ve told me is a bit of history and one man’s claims about them.  Neither you nor I have any way of knowing whether or not any of that is true!  Surely, even you have to admit that much!  And who is this corporal anyway?  How does he know so much about Tavistock?  Those are some rather sensational claims, you know.  Governments experimenting on their own citizens?  Why, it’s preposterous!”

Alistair gave another heavy sigh.  “Just do all of us and yerself a favor, Peter.  Go to the library here in London and take a look at some of the Tavistock documents there. A lot of the names and dates he gives are mentioned – some as far back as 1921.”

“You’re telling me that this is all to be found filed away at the library?” Peter asked doubtfully.

Alistair shook his head.  “No, not the details, just the names and dates….but there’s enough there to establish that it can’t be mere coincidence, Peter!”  He could see that Peter was considering the challenge and took the opportunity to push the idea.  “If even a quarter of this is true, then Brian is in league with some very dangerous people.”

“I’ll think about it, Al, but it’s not as though I’ve much spare time to run about London playing James Bond!”

Alistair was going to say more, but decided against it and stood to leave.  As he turned toward the door, he suddenly turned back and added, “One other thing, and I don’t know if this matters or not….”

“What is that?”

“This American corporal also says that Tavistock is connected to the Freemasons – or, more specifically, to an elite group of Masons that call themselves ‘The 300’ or ‘The Illuminati.’”

Peter smiled widely, “Well, there you have it!”

“Have what?” Alistair asked in confusion.

“Brian couldn’t possibly be involved with them if that’s true.”

“And why’s that?”

“The Freemasons are, by tradition, a Protestant organization.  I seriously doubt that they would allow a Jew membership – even if that Jew is Brian Epstein!”  Peter grinned triumphantly.

“I see,” Alistair replied distractedly.  It seemed to him that every time he sought answers, he found only more questions.  “Well, I appreciate yer hearing me out,”  he said insincerely.  As he made to leave again, he stopped and turned back a second time, worry clouding his expression, “Oh, and Peter?  I’m counting on yer confidence.  I hope I’m not wrong, mate.”

Realizing that Alistair was waiting for confirmation, Peter replied quickly, “Oh!  Yes, of course!  It’s just between us, Al!  No worries!”

“Thank you, Peter,” Alistair answered quietly.  “I’ll see you later, then.”

“Yes.  Goodbye, Alistair,” he answered as the other man unlocked the door and walked quickly from the office.

Once Alistair was gone, Peter plopped into his chair and mulled over the conversation.  He means well, I know, but -  really! – Churchill and Roosevelt allowing Tavistock to orchestrate the blitzes just to test people’s reactions?  Utter nonsense!  Surely, if there were an ounce of truth to any of this “corporal’s” allegations, there would have been an uprising long ago.  No, it couldn’t possibly be true!

Peter’s brow furrowed as he flipped through the pile of Brian’s recent correspondence.  He knew the letter he was looking for….a simple, short, straightforward letter confirming the boys’ schedule while in the Philippines.  Peter had believed the fellow was a promoter of some sort.  Finding the envelope, he withdrew the letter and read the signature at the bottom:  “Reginald Quinn.”  Scanning to the top of the letter, he noted the name on the letterhead:  “Tavistock Institute.”  Setting the letter down, he leaned back in his chair and wondered.   

Still….

John had left the studio earlier than usual that evening, surprising Cynthia when she heard him come through the door.  “John!  I didn’t expect you home already!  Listen, I’ve only just started dinner --”

“Ah, none fer me, Cyn.  I’m just going to watch the telly fer a bit, and then I’ll need to work on a couple of songs.”

“How’s the LP coming along?” she asked, trying her best to draw her increasingly reticent husband into some semblance of normal conversation before he took up residence on the couch in the sunroom for the next several hours.

“It’s coming along,” he mumbled as he squeezed past her on his way to the sunroom just off the kitchen.  No smile, no kiss, nowadays, he didn’t even look at her when he spoke.

Forcing an amiable tone, she informed him, “Jules is playing in the other room.  Probably didn’t hear ya come in.  Why don’t you just pop in and say --”

“Ah, leave off, Cyn!  Fer Chrissakes, I’ve just waked in the door!  Lemme catch me breath, eh?” he snapped, silencing her immediately.

“Alright, John,” she replied softly as she returned her attention to the dinner preparations for only two – something that had become the norm in the past year.

John turned on the television set and went to stretch out on the couch on the opposite side of the small room.  As usual, he turned the volume way down and lost himself in the images while he recalled his earlier conversation with Paul.  He smiled at the memory of Paul’s expression when John told him his mother had delivered the message about “Rolling Thunder.”  What John neglected to clarify was that he had been tripping on LSD at the time.  Ah, fuck it!  Let him think what he wants!  Hallucination or not, the message, John had been certain, was real enough.  When he’d awoken the next day, he found several sheets of paper whereupon he had written those two words repeatedly.  What else could it refer to?  It has to be the name of the new LP!  Each one of the boys knew instinctively that this LP was different, special, unlike anything they or anyone else had ever done, and it had the stamp of both Dylan and Indian Raga all over it….How will the fans like it?  When he’d seen his mother come to him, speaking the words “Rolling Thunder,” he’d immediately thought about the LP.  Once he’d come out of the drug-induced trance, he considered the phrase and liked it.  

From the kitchen, Cynthia intermittently glanced over at her husband as she continued her dinner preparations.  She wondered - not for the first time – what went through his mind as he lay for hours staring at the soundless pictures on the telly.  Suddenly, she noticed his expression change from impassive to shock.  Keeping his eyes glued to the box, he slowly raised up from the couch, alarm spreading over his features.  Frightened, she wiped her hands on a towel and called his name as she walked toward the small sunroom.  “John?  John, was is it?  What’s wrong?” 

“I – I have to…go….”  He stood, still staring at the television.

“Go? Go where?” she asked nervously as she glanced at the television and back again.  “John, what is going on?”  The effect the images on the television were having on him made no sense to her.  It appeared to be footage of a war somewhere.

“I just have to go – go see someone,” John answered quickly as he grabbed his jacket.

Pulling her eyes from the television, she looked at her husband again.  “See who?  John, even if you ring Alf now, there’s no way he can be here before half-seven!  Sit and calm down.  Tell me what has you so upset.”

He pushed past her, ignoring her pleas.  “I’ll drive meself.”

He was already at the front door when she caught up with him.  “Can’t you tell me what’s going on, John?”

He stopped finally and looked at her.  “I wish I could, Cyn, but I can’t, and I haven’t the time to explain why.  I’m sorry, luv.  I really must go…now.”

He was out the door before she could respond.  She stood by helplessly, her mind a mass of confusion as she watched him drive off.  She quickly made her way back into the sunroom and turned up the volume on the television, just catching the end of the report….

….the Secretary of Defense, Robert McNamara, has warned that any continued insurgency with DRV support, will result in strikes against the DRV with extensive intensified efforts against targets north of the 19th parallel.  The White House has confirmed that an eight week long sustained bombing campaign initiated last March, codenamed “Rolling Thunder,” focused on ninety-four North Vietnamese targets, making it the most intense aerial assault since the bombardment of Nazi Germany in World War II, and escalating the conflict in Vietnam….

The reporter moved onto the next story and Cynthia switched off the television.  What on earth is this all about?  What has anything in Vietnam to do with John?  She’d run to the television initially expecting the story to be about the boys….believing that John had heard something upsetting about the group or himself or one of the others….But Vietnam?  Air Strikes? Rolling Thunder?  It makes no sense!  She was standing by the television lost in her thoughts, when Julian wandered in.  “Mummy?  I’m hungry!”

“Hmmm?” Cynthia murmured distractedly.  “What?  Oh, sorry, luv.  Yeah, dinner’s just about ready.  Would you like to help Mummy finish up?”

The youngster nodded enthusiastically.  Taking his little hand in her’s, Cyn gave a worried glance back at the silent box as if it held some answer it wasn’t giving up. Unconsciously, she slowly shook her head in confusion.

“What’s wrong, Mummy?” Julian asked innocently.

Coming back to the present, Cynthia forced a smile, “Nothing, luv, nothing at all.”

