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“It’s quite impossible,” Quinn stated firmly.  “…and it is your place to make that clear to them.”

Visibly agitated, Brian replied defensively, “But how?  How can I possibly be expected to force grown men do something they don’t want to?  If the group does decide to stop touring altogether, there’s naught I can do about it.  As I’ve explained already, Reginald, the older and more experienced they get, the more committed they’re become to making their own decisions.  They’re no longer the naïve provincial boys they once were, you know!”  Hesitating a moment, he added haltingly, “To be completely candid….my influence with the lads isn’t as strong as it once was.  As much as it pains me to admit it, it appears to be…well, waning.”

Standing over the manager, Quinn looked him over with a grimace of distaste.  “And I suppose that is your excuse for your sorry state as well, hmmm?”

“W-What?” Brian asked in surprise.

“Look at you, Epstein!  You’re a mess!  It’s no wonder they are growing to distrust your judgment!  They know as well as anyone what you’ve become!”

Not quite knowing what to expect, Brian asked quietly, “And what is that?”

Quinn uttered a sound of disgust.  Waving his hand dismissively, he answered, “You’re no better than a common junkie, Epstein!  Why, even your attaché is a veritable pharmacopeia!  You’ve become derelict in your duties as their manager --”

“I haven’t!” Brian protested, but was ignored as Quinn continued.

“…and you’ve been spending far too much time – and wasting this office’s time, I might add – dealing with the numerous attempts at extortion due to your…”  Quinn searched for the right word, and, upon finding it, emphasized it with disdain, “…indiscretions.”

“Now that was quite beyond my control --” Brian offered weakly.

“Nonsense!” Quinn shot back.  “Perhaps if you’re energies were not so fragmented, you would have a better grip on the Beatles.  Provincial…they are - coarse and vulgar…no doubt - but they are not stupid!  Their rebellion, if you will, reflects nothing more than a lack of confidence in your ability to represent their best interest.  Why, the Seltaeb fiasco alone would have given them just cause to seek alternative management.  Your poor judgment cost them and us millions!”

Brian physically winced at the mention of Seltaeb.  If only I’d read that blasted contract more closely!  “I have accepted responsibility for that error, Reginald, have I not?”

Quinn looked at him with thinly veiled contempt.  “And to precisely what end, Epstein?”

Brian had no answer.  Averting his eyes, he fidgeted in the chair like an errant schoolboy before an angry headmaster.  He’d come to Quinn for help and advice, but, so far, all he’d received from the other man was a running criticism and regress of his past misdeeds.  Quinn obviously will blame me if the boys choose to give up touring!  As if somehow it is within my power to make any of them do anything they don’t want to do.  Never mind what that will mean for me!  Without tours to arrange, what becomes of my position?  Of me?  Has he even bothered to consider that?  Not bloody likely!  I stand to lose everything!  

Quinn sighed heavily.  “It seems extraordinary to me that the group would consider cutting back on their touring schedule, much less eliminating touring altogether.  If anything, their appearance at Shea Stadium last summer indicates the magnitude of which their popularity has grown!  The message is clear – their fans want to see them.  Therefore, there will be no more discussion about limiting or eliminating touring.  You will see to it, Epstein, but, if you feel that this is beyond the scope of your abilities or that your duties have become too overwhelming for you to execute, there are others who would be more than delighted to relieve you of the burden of the Beatles’ management.”

The threat wasn’t lost on Brian. He often suspected there were other interested parties attempting to seduce the boys away from him, and the thought created a compulsive distrust of his colleagues.  The paranoia led him to insist that these men were to never have access to any one of the boys outside of his supervision…a directive that was becoming increasingly difficult to enforce since business deals were now being made inside studios and discotheques – places Brian seldom frequented.  “Who?  What ‘others’?  Have any of them been talking to my boys?”  Brian practically demanded.

Quinn gave a mirthless chuckle.  “Oh, come now, Epstein!  You sound like a jealous lover!”

Brian felt his earlier shame and embarrassment giving way to an anger he barely controlled as he informed Quinn, “I have poured blood, sweat, and tears into the Beatles, Reginald.  If my professional relationship with the boys is in jeopardy, then, at the very least, I deserve fair warning.”

Quinn shrugged, “Is it in jeopardy?  I don’t know.  You are the one insisting that your boys are making more of their own decisions apart from your sage business acumen.  However, I can tell you this….you know as well as I that there are others waiting in the wings, so to speak  – Stigwood, Oldham, Bell – not one of these men would reject an opportunity to manage the Beatles.  They’d give up their respective charges in an instant if they believed the possibility existed.”  He paused, allowing Brian a moment to let the reality to sink in before continuing, “So clean yourself up, Epstein.  There is much work yet to be done, and it is too vital to risk failure.  Do I make myself understood?”

“Indeed,” Brian replied evenly.

“Splendid!” Quinn retorted, a bit too brightly.  Taking a seat behind his desk, he said dismissively, “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m expected at a meeting downstairs.”

“Very well,” Brian answered as he rose and slipped into his trench coat.  Subdued, he added, “I appreciate your making the time to see me on such short notice, Reginald.”

Quinn smiled insincerely in response.  Just as Brian reached for the doorknob, he called out to him, “Oh, by the way, Epstein, Christian has asked that you stop by for a bit of a chat before you leave.”

Brian cringed inwardly, but replied with as much graciousness as he could muster, “Certainly, Reginald.”  I can’t stand that bloody crawler!  Ever since Quinn had him promoted, the little bastard has lorded it over me!  As if I don’t know that his uncle is the real reason why he was given the advancement!  

Leaving Quinn’s office, Brian headed straight for the men’s toilet.  Locking himself in, he carefully balanced his attaché case upon the sink and opened it, withdrawing two prescription bottles from the several located within.  Shaking out two pills from each bottle, he swallowed them two at a time, washing them down with several cupped handfuls of water.  He recapped the bottles and tossed them back into his case, and, slamming it shut, he secured it and placed it upright on the floor.  

Quinn’s chastisement replayed in his head as he threw cold water on his face and dried it with the stiff rolling cloth provided in the nearby dispenser.  Glancing at his watch, he decided to postpone the “chat” with Christian Spencer until the tranquilizers took effect.  Since he had skipped breakfast, he calculated that should be in another fifteen minutes or so.  Closing the lid on the toilet, he sat down and leaned his head back against the wall, willing his body to relax.  

It was a mistake coming here to Quinn.  What made me think he would even want to help me?  All I did was provide him with fodder to replace me as the boys’ manager.  He already believes I am no longer as effective a manager as I once was…if he ever thought I was, that is. He groaned aloud and ran a hand over his face as thoughts of Seltaeb came to mind. What’s worse is that I can’t even refute his recriminations! I am losing control….of my drug habit, of my lovers, of the Beatles.  He glanced at his attaché case and shook his head….Quinn’s words returned to haunt him….  “.…you know as well as I that there are others waiting in the wings, so to speak  – Stigwood, Oldham, Bell – not one of these men would reject an opportunity to manage the Beatles.”   Brian gave a scornful laugh.  Oh yes, I’d wager they wouldn’t!

Standing, he went to the mirror hanging over the sink and gazed at the man staring back at him.  Not for the first time, he was stunned to see how very much he changed in such a short period of time.  Tranquilizers and sleeping tablets notwithstanding, the man in the reflection was clearly under a great deal of stress.  Only he fully understood just how wide the gap between what the Beatles desired and what Tavistock desired was growing.  And it’s my responsibility to bridge that gap.  Failing that, I’ll be sacked as their manager.  I suppose I’d still have my other artists to see to – Cilla, I’m certain, would welcome my undivided attention to her career.  But...the truth is…I’d sacrifice them all – Cilla included – to keep the boys…my boys.  
Brian sighed as only a man who carried the weight of the world upon his tired shoulders could, knowing that the damage may very well already have been done.  He straightened his tie and ran a comb through his hair.  Picking up his case, he went to the door and unlocked it.  Steeling himself, he left the small room and made his way down the long corridor toward Spencer’s office.

“Mr McCartney?  Paul?  Hello?  Excuse me, may I have a word with you, please?”  

Paul turned back to find a young woman walking quickly in his direction.  Looking from his car to the approaching girl and back again, he decided,  Right…one autograph, and then I’m off!  Turning back toward her, he forced a polite smile.  As she drew nearer, he said, “Hello….Listen, I’m in a bit of a hurry, luv, so, if you have a pen, I’ll sign an autograph, but then I really must be on my way, alright?”

The young woman shook her head as she tried to catch her breath.  Smiling apologetically, she spoke in a thick German accent, “I am sorry, Herr – er, Mister McCartney --”

“Oh!  Please, it’s ‘Paul,’” he corrected her with a friendly chuckle.  Now that the girl was in front of him, he assessed her appearance, taking in her long dark hair…equally dark eyes with a fair complexion…full lips with a perfect smile…a shapely figure, not the stick thin – almost boyish - frames that had become so popular as of late, but just enough curves in just the right places.   Well, she’s a bit of alright, I reckon!  If I had more time….  As he continued to appraise her, he had the increasing impression that he’d seen her before.  It was all he could do to suppress a grin as he thought, I can’t recall every girl I’ve shagged over the years!  His smile froze and he felt a sudden panic as he realized the girl in front of him may very well be there to tell him she was pregnant.  He didn’t deal well with those sorts of scenes.

“I do apologize for approaching you this way, but you are a most difficult man to contact,” she said with a light laugh that was almost musical.  “I do not seek an autograph, Mist--, er, Paul….in fact, I was hoping we could speak confidentially.”

Paul’s anxiety increased as he became more certain that he was right.  His smile faded as he asked, “As I said, Miss, I’m in a bit of a hurry --”

“It concerns a private investigator you recently secured,” she cut in.  

Now, she really had Paul’s attention. He would have laughed with relief if he hadn’t been so shocked by her words.  In the aftermath of his conversation with John weeks before, Paul had taken it upon himself to try to track down Moephet Phleiss and discover just what exactly was going on.  To that end, he had hired the private investigator the young woman was referring to.  But how does she know?  This fella was supposed to be discreet.  Paul decided to bluff.  “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about, Miss.  You’re obviously mistaken. I’m sorry, I really must be on my way now….”  He turned away and inserted the key in the lock of the car door.

“Mister McCartney, I understand why you are hesitant to speak with me.  I am a complete stranger approaching you on the street.”

“Well, yer not wrong there, luv!” Paul replied over his shoulder.

“Perhaps I should introduce myself.  My name is Ingrid.  Ingrid Phleiss.”  Leaving the key hanging in the lock, Paul slowly turned back toward the familiar young woman.  Before he could respond, she added, “Moephet Phleiss – the man you are seeking? – he is my grandfather.”

“Yer sure?  Ye’ve checked this?” John pressed.

“Yes, yes,” Nathaniel assured the Beatle.

“But this ‘contact,’ Nathaniel, how can you be so certain his information is reliable?” Alec asked reasonably.

“Hmpf!  The impertinence of the young these days!” the old man joked as he struggled to light the pilot beneath the battered kettle.

“What I mean is,” Alec began with exaggerated patience, “…does this individual really have that sort of access to the US State Department?”

“Ah, success!” Nathaniel exclaimed as the pilot finally ignited.  Returning his attention to the conversation, he replied, “Indeed he does, Alec….and he confirmed precisely what John here told us he saw and heard in that newscast.  “Rolling Thunder” is the codename for a US military operation targeting close to one hundred essential North Vietnamese holdings….munitions facilities, training camps, tunnels, and the like.  The hope was that the elimination of these targets would turn the tide in favor of the ARVN in the South.”

“ARVN?” Alec asked quizzically.

“‘The Army of the Republic of Vietnam,’ those in the south who support a democratic government and combat the predominantly northern-supported communist insurgents,” Nathaniel clarified.

“The hope?” John asked, returning to Nathaniel’s earlier discussion.  “Meaning that didn’t happen?  “Rolling Thunder’ didn’t help the south?”

“Well, not yet anyway,” the old man answered.  “Regular aerial bombardments continue even as we speak.  What has already come to pass is that this operation has led to the escalation of US military involvement.  My source tells me that there are now in excess of two hundred thousand US troops over there, and more are expected.”

“My God!  How can this be happening?  The US Congress hasn’t declared war!” Alec exclaimed indignantly.

Nathaniel shook his head sadly.  “They don’t need to now.  When they approved the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution in the summer of ’64, they gave the President carte blanche to do whatever he deemed necessary whether out of self-defense or to deter any further aggression.  As you can see, the parameters are quite vague – as some believe, intentionally so.  However, there is another facet to the situation….”

“And just what would that be, then?” John asked in exasperation.

Nathaniel smiled sympathetically.  “Let’s just say that this foreign policy has led to much controversy and dissent among US citizens.  Many Americans, mostly young people, are not willing to sit back and watch their young men sent off to the Vietnamese jungles to die in an illegal war.  The Civil Rights movement has shown them just how successful nonviolent protest and acts of civil disobedience can be, and there are groups and organizations springing up all over the country in protest of American policy in Vietnam using those very same techniques.  In fact, there are several universities currently hosting what they’re calling ‘teach-in’s’ where students and faculty are literally being taught the methods of this sort of protest.”  

Nathaniel set the steaming teapot in the center of table, inviting Alec to pour.  The three men sipped their tea quietly, each one lost in his own thoughts.  Finally John broke the silence.

“I was totally off, ya know,” he said quietly.

“How’s that, John?” Alec queried.

“’Rolling Thunder’….it had nowt to do with the new LP, but I wouldn’t have believed it had anything to do with what’s going on in Vietnam either had it not been fer yer dream, Alec.”  The psychic nodded reflectively.  “But, here’s the thing then….what has all this to do with Phleiss?  Why did Alec get that vision?  Why did I get this…message?  And more, what the hell are we supposed to with it?”  

Nathaniel gently set his cup back in its saucer and looked from one man to another.  His expression was void of his usual smile and good nature as he spoke gravely.  “I’ve been thinking about that for days now, John, and I think I may know.”

Alec and John exchanged a nervous glance and waited for the priest to continue. The old man stood and walked into the sitting room and toward the overstuffed bookcase.  He spoke as he walked.  “Have you ever heard of William Occam?” he asked without looking back.

John shrugged, but Alec asked, “The medieval philosopher?  As in ‘Occam’s Razor’?”

Nathaniel withdrew a thin volume from a lower shelf and blew the dust from its cover.  Walking back toward the kitchen, he pointed at Alec with the edge of a book and gave a brief smile, “The very one, yes.  A Franciscan monk and an Englishman, of course….he developed a methodological principle known, as Alec correctly noted, as ‘Occam’s Razor.’”  Visibly wincing with pain as he lowered himself into his seat at the kitchen table again, Nathaniel placed the book face down in front of him and, folding his hands protectively upon it, leaned forward and addressed John.  “Put most rudimentarily, the theory holds that, all things considered equal, the correct answer will most likely be the least complicated.”

Alec shrugged when John looked at him questioningly.  Turning back to the old man, John prompted, “Okay.  What’s this Occam to do with Phleiss?”

“I believe, my friends, that Moephet Phleiss has remained most vexed that he failed in 1945….that he had to stand by and watch nation after nation, people after people demonstrate an overall preference for peace and the preservation of their progeny.”

“You believe he wanted to destroy humanity?” Alec asked incredulously.

“I do,” Nathaniel answered quietly.  “And, had Germany developed the atom bomb first, which they came damn close to doing, he most likely would have succeeded.”

Both John and Alec’s eyes widened as they realized the truth of what their friend was saying.  “Fuckin’ hell!  He would have used it – on everyone!” John exclaimed excitedly.  

“The end times,” Alec said, staring into his teacup.  Looking up his eyes met John’s.  “The end of the world.”

John stared at the other man as he processed the familiarity of the statement.  Realizing this was the interpretation of the number nine that Nathaniel had read from the book on numerology, understanding dawned on the Beatle.  “The bastard’s gonna try again!” he whispered in awe.

He looked to Nathaniel who nodded in agreement.  “Of that, I believe, there’s no doubt.”

“Wait!” Alec interjected suddenly.  “Wait just a moment….if that is Phleiss’ intention, how the hell is he going to accomplish it using a local skirmish in Vietnam?”

Nathaniel leaned in toward the psychic.  “Think, Alec.  Who funds the ARVN in the south?  Who is there right now fighting alongside of them?”

“The US government and the US military,” Alec answered, knowing the answer was evident.

“Correct.  Now….tell me, Alec, who funds the Vietcong? Who supplies them with weapons and military advisors?”

John could have sworn he saw Alec visibly pale as he whispered, “The Soviets.”

“Primarily, yes…and China,” the old man explained.  “The Cold War is tailor made for another attempt.  Make no mistake, gentlemen, Phleiss is committed to his vision.  He will continue trying until he is either successful or….”  He allowed the sentence to hang unfinished, but added, “I’ve no proof, but my feeling is that Moephet Phleiss has already made one failed attempt in recent years --”

“The Cuban Missile Crisis,” Alec stated.  It was more of a declaration than a question, but it had Nathaniel nodding in confirmation all the same.

“Yes, but, once again, humanity let him down and chose to live,” Nathaniel said facetiously.  “Kennedy and Khrushchev made certain of that in the eleventh hour, did they not?”

“This is fuckin’ incredible!  How can the daffy ol’ creep keep doing this?  Surely, someone must have caught on by now?”  John ranted.

Nathaniel attempted to placate the younger man.  “Yes, John, people have – as you say – “caught on.”  The Fraternity, for instance.  They have been tracking Phleiss’ activities for generations!  Unfortunately, he is quite adept at recruiting people of his own. People who do his bidding without any notion what it all is leading up to.  People he manipulates and uses --”

“People like me, you mean,” John stated plainly.  

The room went silent for several moments before the priest answered simply, “Yes.”

John blew a sigh and ran a hand through his hair in frustration.  Reaching across the table, Nathaniel laid his hand on top of John’s.  “But, you, John, you are here now.  You are working with us to determine what he is planning and contribute to his defeat,” he reassured.  “Remember what Father Bardot told you.”

The empathy in the old man’s eyes was almost too much for John to bear.  In his mind’s eye, he saw Stu’s face flash before him, followed by the sailor, the prostitute, and the young fan, and he knew that everything the Beatles had – every success, every hit record, every successful film, the awards for his books, the MBE’s, all of it – was tainted with their blood.  Is there redemption for that?  Is there really?  He felt tears stinging his eyes, but, before he could lose control, he gave a nod of his chin toward the thin book that remained on the table in front of Nathaniel.  “So, what’s that, then?”

The old man momentarily looked as though he’d forgotten it was there.  He ran a hand over the back cover almost reverentially.  “It’s time the two of you learned what the adversary is truly capable of.”

“I’m not sure I want to know anymore than I already do,” John groused.

“It is essential that you understand him, John, if you have any hope of vanquishing him.”

“That book will tell us, Nathaniel?” Alec pressed.

“Well, something I keep hidden in it, yes.  Let me ask you both something….When I first told you that it was Phleiss who started the War, what did you believe I meant?”

Again, John and Alec exchanged glances, each trying to read the answer in the other’s face.  Alec offered, “I suppose I imagined that Phleiss played some role of influence in the Nazi Party.  Certainly, he would have had the ear of someone of extraordinary influence.”

Nathaniel looked to John who was nodding in agreement.

“What do you know of Hitler’s early life?” the priest continued.

“Hardly anything at all beyond the fact that he was Austrian by birth and notoriously anti-Semitic…,” Alec responded.

“Nothing much,” John added.

“I see,” Nathaniel commented, seemingly mesmerized by the book in front of him.  “Adolph Hitler was born in 1889 in a small Austrian town near the German border.  He fancied himself quite the artist and, so, while only sixteen years old, he quit school.  Perhaps things would have gone differently had his father lived, but he had passed when Hitler was only fourteen – a critical time in any boy’s development.  Less than a year later he’d applied to the Vienna Academy of Fine Arts, but was rejected, and less than year after that, his mother passed from cancer while under the care of her Jewish doctor.”

“Yer saying that’s why he had such a hatred of the Jews?” John asked.

“No.  Sadly, anti-Semitism wasn’t all that unusual, but it certainly didn’t do anything to dissuade the mentality.  At eighteen, then, he was all alone, penniless and living on the streets of Vienna.  Austria had brought him nothing but heartbreak and destitution.  Six years later, he left, crossing the border into Germany in order to avoid Austrian conscription.  When the Great War began, it was the German army into which he enlisted.  His early military career brought him the Iron Cross medal not once but twice.  He was wounded in battle twice, the second injury resulted in his temporary blindness.  He was still in a military hospital, just recovering his sight, when the news reached him that Germany had surrendered,” Nathaniel opened the cover of the book and withdrew a single page that was folded in half and yellowed with age. He briefly scanned the writing on the one side, then continued his narrative.

“Hitler was inconsolable…and so, later that night, he accessed the pharmacy tray while the medic was administering an injection to another soldier.  Picking up four syringes filled with morphine, he injected them into his neck, one right after the other.  He was already dead by the time a doctor was summoned.”

“Dead?!” John and Alec exclaimed in unison.

“Yes….dead,” he repeated as he handed John the paper he’d been holding….John could see from the format that it was some sort of certificate.  With Alec reading over his shoulder, he read at the top of the page, he read, Zertifikat des Todes.

“Certificate of Death…?” Alec translated unnecessarily.  

John scanned down to where it indicated the Name des Verstorbenen  - the “Name of Decedent.”  In spidery blue ink that appeared almost black with age, the two men could make out the name….Adolph Hitler.  Next to Datum des Todes, Am. 11 November 1918 was filled in – the date of the German surrender….Armistice Day.  John read and re-read through the document repeatedly.  

Alec plopped back down in his seat.  “My God, Nathaniel!  This is a death certificate!  Are you saying….are you saying that Phleiss…brought him back to life?!” 

“In a manner of speaking, I suppose that is precisely what Phleiss did, although not in the way you might suspect.  The records of Adolph Hitler’s death in a military hospital at the end of World War I was conveniently suppressed until the Fraternity found them years later just as the building was to be demolished, compliments of a betrayed lover.  Yes, it is Adoph Hitler’s death certificate.  However, history tells us a far different story, does it not?  It tells us that Hitler recovered fully, entered the political arena, drafted ‘Mein Kampf,’ was elected Prime Minister, and, as such, emerged as dictator, bringing a literal hell on earth to the world until he was stopped.”

“Let me understand this,” John interrupted.  “You’re telling me that Moephet Phleiss and Adolph Hitler…the Adolph Hitler…are one and the same?”

“As the world knew Hiter, yes.”

“But, Nathaniel,” Alec protested in confusion, “….Hitler and Eva Braun both swallowed cyanide, and he put a bullet through his head just as the Soviets were closing in on the bunker!  We have the reports!”

“Ah, yes…the reports.  There are numerous inconsistencies between the Soviet report and the report by the MI5 agent, Hugh Trevor-Roper.  Roper insists that the bodies were cremated, yet there were no charred wooden planks at the site of the alleged cremation.  Also, Stalin himself insisted that Hitler escaped Berlin, and, to this day, the Russians refuse the West access to Hitler’s alleged autopsy report. There are other inconsistencies and questions as well, and they all point to the fact that the fiend the world knew as Adolph Hitler survived.  It all makes sense, you see.  After all, with such a public defeat, Phleiss was going to have to craft a new persona.” 

John listened attentively with increasing trepidation.  As horrible as life with Phleiss in it had been for him, he was only now starting to realize that this was bigger than he ever could have imagined…much bigger.  At last he spoke up, the apprehension evident in the timbre of his voice.  “Okay…so now we know what he wants to do, and, possibly, how he plans to do it, but what I still don’t get is…what the fuck does he want with me?”

