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Chapter Forty-Seven

Sam yawned for the third time in as many minutes.  Glancing out the window while he drummed his fingertips absently against the desk, he mused, I haven’t seen ten a.m. in months!  He leaned back in his chair and scanned the room, noting how different it looked and felt with a full staff present.  The graveyard shift consisted only of himself and Eddie, and it was easy to think of the place as “theirs.”  The influx of all these other staff members felt like an unwelcome invasion, eliciting within him an odd and irrational irritation.

He looked up at the clock labeled, “E.S.T.” and saw that only five minutes had passed since he’d last looked.  Sighing in frustration, he thought to himself, I hope this fellow isn’t too late!  He had come in specifically to meet with the Englishman who’d called him from India.   Although not even an initiate, the Fraternity had seen fit to forward the information Sam had intended for Nate to this man. When Alec Bishop suggested that they should meet, Sam readily agreed, especially after learning of the priest’s murder.  In truth, Sam had been even more shocked by the news than he let on.  Illogically, he had come to view Nathaniel Tremain as invincible. That his old friend was now dead was something Sam had trouble wrapping his mind around. 

He’d first met the Jesuit while a graduate student at the Jewish Theological Seminary at Columbia University.  Father Tremain was then an adjunct professor, and, as fate would have it, he was also the brother who would ultimately recruit Sam into the Fraternity.  Over the years, Nate remained both a mentor and a friend, and, when Sam’s wife passed away following a long and arduous battle with cancer, it was Nathaniel Tremain who saw him through the difficult aftermath.  If the Fraternity deemed that this Bishop was to assume the responsibility of Nate’s unfinished work, then Sam knew that it was his task to explain the meaning and significance of the information he’d sent.
Suddenly, the telephone rang shrilly, startling Sam out of his reverie.  Picking up the receiver, he was informed by the security desk at the Observatory’s main entrance that he had a visitor.  “I’ll be right down,” Sam informed them. 

When the elevator doors opened on the main floor, Sam strode forth and approached the man standing at the desk.  “Mr. Bishop…?”  

The man turned around and smiled, “I am, yes….and you would be Samuel Hoffman, I presume?”

Initially taken back by Alec Bishop’s youth, Sam quickly recovered and walked toward the man with his hand extended.  “It’s Sam, please,” he said gregariously as they shook hands.  Turning toward the security officer, Sam asked, “Are we all set here?”

“Yes sir, Mr. Hoffman,” the officer replied.  “Your guest is signed in and is wearing his visitor’s badge.  If you’ll just initial next to his name, sir, you can be on your way.”

Sam did as he was asked.  The requisite sign-in procedures completed, Sam led Alec toward the elevator that would take them upstairs.  Once inside, Sam informed Alec that he had arranged a place where the two would be able to speak openly and privately.  The psychic nodded politely in response.  When they reached the third floor, Alec followed Sam out and down a long, sterile-looking corridor, brightly lit with row upon row of fluorescent lights.  Withdrawing a key, Sam unlocked a door and reached in to switch on the lights.  As the room was illuminated, Alec gasped in awe.  It looked like something out of a science-fiction film.  A bank of large computers lined one entire wall, humming and clicking noisily.  Directly at the front of the room was a huge map projected upon the full length and width of the wall.  Sam proudly explained that, with every repositioning of the massive telescopes outside, the map modified itself to reflect that quadrant of the sky currently being monitored.  Impressed, Alec stood, trying to take it all in. Numerous machines clicked away, translating every extraterrestrial movement and sound into a series of numbers that only a well-trained expert could interpret.  “Incredible!” he exclaimed. “It is,” Sam agreed.  Remembering suddenly why Alec was there, Sam guided him to a conference table and invited him to take a seat.  “We can speak freely in here, Alec.  Only my colleague, my supervisor, and I have a key to this room, so our privacy won’t be compromised.
“Splendid!” Alec replied as he sat.  

Sliding into a chair across from him, Sam asked amiably, “So, where shall we begin?”

Alec responded uneasily, “I fear, Sam, that I can’t say.  What little I know I only know from Nathaniel, and, unfortunately,” he smiled apologetically, “…he mentioned nothing about star charts!”

Sam nodded thoughtfully.  “Alright….let’s begin with something a bit more…basic, shall we?”

“I’d be grateful!” Alec answered with a small, self-conscious laugh.

“Okay….How much do you know about the Fraternity?” Sam asked.

Alec slowly shook his head.  “Not much, I’m afraid.  They’re a centuries-old clandestine organization of which Nathaniel was a high-ranking member….they covertly work against those…er, entities that would harm or destroy humanity….ah….and they’re both international and ecumenical.”  He stared at the table beneath his hands and thought for a few moments longer before raising his head and adding, “That’s about it.”

Nodding slowly, Sam said, “Yeah, you’re right.  That is about it.”  At Alec’s quizzical expression, he clarified, “That’s about all any of us know, Alec…with the probable exception of whatever hierarchy might exist.”
“Probable?”

“Mmm….,” Sam nodded again.  “You see, membership is highly classified…even from each other.  Unless we are working together with other members, we have no idea who is or isn’t part of the brethren.”

“Isn’t that, well, rather dangerous?  I mean no disrespect, mind you, it’s just that it would seem rather easy to infiltrate such an organization,” Alec sagely observed.

Sam smiled.  “Yeah, you’d think so, wouldn’t you?  Yet, in all this time, it’s never happened…not once.”  Growing sober, he added slowly, “There are some who believe we are…protected.”

Alec looked surprised.  “Protected?  By whom?”

Sam ran a hand over his face.  “Ah…perhaps a better question would be, “by what?”

“I’m afraid I don’t quite catch your meaning, Sam.”
“Would you happen to know much about…angels?  Specifically, say…archangels --”

Alec’s head reared back, and he exclaimed, “Michael!”

Now it was Sam’s turn to look surprised.  Cautiously, he asked, “What about ‘Michael’?”

“Nathaniel spoke of him.  According to tradition, it was Michael who cast Lucifer into hell…who continues to wage war and protect humanity against the legions of evil.”  Smiling coyly, he added, “According to Nathaniel, he was a close personal friend with a penchant for apple pie.”
Behind his hand, Sam smiled.  Leaning forward, he propped his elbows on the table and clasped his hands.  “Yes, well, that was Nate, right?” 
Remembering the priest with affection, Alec gave a small laugh.  “Yes, I suppose it was.”

Growing thoughtful, Sam said, “Just one thing though….”

“What’s that?”

“Michael’s favorite pie is key lime, not apple, and he’s very picky about it, too.  It’s gotta be good key lime pie.”

Glancing up at the astronomer, Alec expected to see that he was just having him on, but the other man was dead serious.  Shocked, Alec asked, “You don’t mean to say --”
Sam shrugged.  “Hey, the last thing I’d want to do is piss off an archangel just ‘cause the pie sucks!”

Agape, Alec stared at him in disbelief.

“We must speak with him, then, Pete!” Alistair insisted.  “If the boys know something about what’s happening, and they aren’t telling us, then they may not be telling Brian, either!”

Peter was already shaking his head.  “Absolutely not, Al….trust my judgment on this, please!  Brian is in far too fragile an emotional state for any sort of confrontation.”  Before Alistair could voice another objection, Peter held his hand up to silence him and continued.  “He is paranoid enough without being told that we – I – went behind his back to see this Quinn fellow.  Whatever sort of hold Tavistock has over him or the boys, he is intimidated by them.  Now, frankly, I don’t particularly understand why, but that’s they way it is.  I will not add to Brian’s distress by bringing all of this up to him now.”

“I think yer making a mistake, Pete.  I think Brian needs to know just what this Quinn told you as well as the business about the boys and whoever this ‘Phleiss’ is!”  Alistair found himself dearly wishing that he’d gone along with Peter on that visit to Tavistock.  There are still so many unanswered questions! 
Peter continued to stress, “And I’m telling you….Brian is in no condition to contend with any of this right now.  I’m not saying that we should never speak of it to him, just – not - now, Al.”
“But what if something happens in the meantime, eh?  What if Quinn - or Phleiss - pulls something and Brian or one of the boys gets hurt?  You now know Tavistock’s history!  Fuckin’ hell, Pete!  They specialize in mind control!  You yourself admit that Quinn was talkin’ out both sides of his face!  This is no bleedin’ harmless research experiment about the mania!  We need to suss out what they’re about, and, to do that, we need to talk to Brian and find out the truth…to find out what he knows!”
Peter went silent for several moments before responding softly, “And what if a confrontation of that sort is just enough to send Brian over the edge, hmmm?  You know as well as I do how depressed and anxious he’s been since the boys’ return from Manila.  He knows just how serious they are about giving up touring.  What becomes of him when they do?  That’s the real reason he had to be hospitalized in New Delhi!  You know that it’s been nothing but one problem after another for months, and now, he has all of this rubbish over a four month old interview John gave.  He’s not in America on holiday, you know! This is what his mind has been on, Alistair.  I tell you, he can deal with no more.”  
Sighing in resignation, Alistair gave in.  “Fine…fine.  I’ll say nothing fer the time, but – mark my words, Peter – those pricks at Tavistock are up to no good --”
Before Alistair had a chance to go off on another rant, Peter interrupted, “Then we will be astutely vigilant, Alistair.  If anything appears off in the least, then we can revisit this question about speaking with Brian.  However, until then, please give me your word that you will not upset him with any talk of this matter.”
Grudgingly, Alistair agreed.  Toffee-nosed bastard! he thought to himself as he watched Peter leave the office.  Who the fuck is he to tell me what I can or can’t talk to Brian about anyway? He forgets that he’s my mate as well!  Or does he really think that he gets to decide just coz he’s shagged Brian?  Bloody poof!  In sheer frustration, Alistair pushed his chair back from the desk almost violently and shot to his feet.  Pacing the length of his office, he mentally replayed the entire conversation.  He should’ve questioned the boys more closely…not let them get away without explaining who this Phleiss fella is.  Maybe they just didn’t understand the sort of trouble Brian could be in…Pete probably didn’t do such a good of explaining. Really, what was he thinking?  He goes out of his way to talk to them about Quinn and hears them mention Phleiss, the exact same name he overheard mentioned in Quinn’s office, and he simply walks away coz they don’t seem to want to discuss it?  Christ!  He suddenly stopped pacing when a thought occurred to him.  Pulling his wallet from his back pocket, he opened it and removed a small slip of paper.  Going to the phone, he dialed the number listed on the paper.  As the telephone rang on the other end, he wiped his sweating palm against the leg of his trousers.  Instinctively, he took several slow deep breaths in an attempt to quell his nerves.
The receptionist’s voice came through the phone.  “Tavistock Institute, how may I direct your call, please?”

Nervously, Alistair stammered, “Er…yes, I’d like to…that is, may I be put through to…er, Mr. Phliess, please?”

He didn’t know exactly what he expected to happen, but was surprised when the clipped response was a predictable, “Hold the line for your party, please.”

He waited anxiously, his fingers aching from the tightness of the grip with which he held the receiver.  Suddenly, he heard a “click” and young man answered, “Reginald Quinn’s office, may I help you?”

Quinn?!  Now there’s a surprise!  Thinking quickly, Alistair answered, “Er, yes…may I speak with Mr. Phleiss please?”

He wasn’t certain if it was his imagination, nerves, or what, but he thought the young man hesitated before replying, “If you’ll hold the line, sir, someone will assist you.”

It seemed to Alistair that his own voice was speaking from very far away as he said, “Yes, thank you.”

Can it really be that simple?  

“This is Reginald Quinn.  I’m sorry, but Dr. Phleiss is not available at the moment.  Is there any assistance I can offer?”

Taken off-guard, Alistair tripped over his words.  “Eh?  Oh, sorry!  No, no, there’s not, but thank you.  Erm….perhaps…can you tell me when Mist--, er, Doctor Phleiss will be available?”

Quinn spoke slowly and deliberately as he replied, “No, I’m sorry, I cannot.  I’m afraid Dr. Phleiss is out of the city at the time.  May I ask who this is please?”

Alistair started to panic.  Frantically, he looked around him as he searched for a response. “Er…certainly, yes.  Right, my name is Mister…”  Glass…lamp…chair…brown chair…brown…. “Brown.  Mr. Alistair Brown.” 

“I see,” Quinn said slowly as if he was writing as he spoke.  “And Mr. Brown, is there a telephone number you care to leave for Dr. Phleiss?”

Bloody hell!  “Er…No, no, not really.  I’ll be…er, traveling, you see.”

“I do see, yes.  Well, then, may I ask what this is in reference to?”

“It’s personal….that is, it’s a matter of a personal…nature.  If you don’t mind, I’d rather discuss it with Dr. Phleiss.  Erm….may I ask when Dr. Phleiss is expected to return?”
“Well, now, that’s a bit difficult to say.  He’s currently attending to a business matter up north.”

“Up north, you say?”

“Mmm…yes, and his return will depend on the progress of his work there,” Quinn answered cordially.

Alistair gave a small insincere laugh.  “If you wouldn’t mind, Mr. Quinn --”

“That’s Doctor Quinn….”

Doctor?  Interesting!  “Sorry, Doctor Quinn.  I happen to be in Manchester at this very moment.  Would you happen to know where in the north Dr. Phleiss is?”

“I would indeed!”  Again, Alistair didn’t know if he was imagining it or not, but Quinn seemed to grow more and more affable as the conversation continued.  “Dr. Phleiss is currently in Liverpool….practically up the road from you, Mr. Brown!”

“Liverpool?” Alistair echoed in genuine surprise.  “Ah, yes, I see.  Well, I’m terribly busy here in Manchester.  I – I don’t quite know if I’d be able to rearrange my schedule to accommodate a trip to Liverpool, but you’ve been ever so helpful, Dr. Quinn.  Thank you.”

“Why, it’s been my pleasure, Mr. Brown.  Goodbye.”
“Ch--, goodbye.”  Alistair, held the receiver against his chest, willing his heart to slow down.  Slowly, he replaced the receiver in its cradle and sat down.  Phleiss is in Liverpool?  Now, tell me this is just a coincidence!  Still….why did Quinn even tell me?

With a sudden sense of urgency, Alistair flipped through the book on his desk.  Finding the telephone number he was seeking, he quickly dialed and waited impatiently for the call to be answered.  Five rings later, he was about to hang up when his call was answered.  “John?  It’s Alistair.  Listen mate, I know this is a bad time, but there’s something very important we really must discuss….”

Less than five miles away, Reginald Quinn sat back in his chair, looking very bemused and self-satisfied.
“Well, sir,” Christian began with a smile, “…you certainly seemed to enjoy that conversation!”

“Oh, indeed!  It was quite…entertaining!  The gentleman was looking for Dr. Phleiss, you see.”

The smile froze on Christian’s face.  Nobody ever went looking for Phleiss.  If anything, Phleiss did the “looking,” and, if you knew your business, you did what you could to avoid that prospect as much as possible.  With that in mind, he asked, “Who was he, sir?”

Quinn gave a chuckle.  “A ‘Mr. Brown,’ Christian.  ‘Mr. Alistair Brown.’  Interestingly, he said he was phoning from Manchester.  More interesting yet, he had a distinct scouse accent.”

Christian raised a brow in surprise.  “Lennon, sir?”

“No, no,” Quinn waved dismissively.  “He knows nothing of our existence…yet.”

“Yet, sir?  You anticipate that changing?”

“I’d be most disappointed if it doesn’t, Christian!” Quinn replied as he rose from his chair and walked to the window.  “You see, I’m quite certain our ‘Mr. Brown’ was phoning from a considerably shorter distance than he would have us believe.”
“Where’s that, sir?”  Christian asked with a grin, entering into the spirit of the conversation again.

Quinn ignited his lighter and held it to the tip of his Gitane.  “Why, I do believe he was phoning from the NEMS offices!” 

“You think that was Peter Brown again?” Christian asked in astonishment.

Quinn sighed, “No, I don’t.  This fellow gave the Christian name, “Alistair.”  I believe that’s because he lacked the imagination to create an alias for both a first and last name.”

After a moment’s thought, Christian nodded his head in understanding.  “Ah….Alistair as in Alistair Taylor!”

“Mmm-hmm, one in the same,” Quinn confirmed as he gazed out the window.  Thoughtfully, he added, “Now, we just need to discover why on earth yet a second acquaintance of our friend Epstein has found his way to us here.”
Cynthia appeared in the doorway of the sunroom just as John hung up the telephone.

“Who was that on the telephone, luv?” she asked half-attentively as she dried her hands on a towel.

Still perplexed from the earlier conversation, John replied, “That was Alistair.  I don’t know what’s going on, but he insists on seeing me to talk about something.”

“Talk about what?” she asked.

“He wouldn’t say….just kept repeating that it was ‘very important.’”

“Well, that’s odd!” Cyn observed.

“Aye, well so’s he!” John shot back, making her smile.

Tentatively, she suggested, “Perhaps it’s something to do with….you know…Paul.”

“It hasn’t,” he said more forcefully than he intended.
Cynthia stood and looked at her husband who, in turn, was pretending to watch the soundless television.  Brushing a stray strand of hair back out of her face, she sighed heavily and went to sit beside him.  Reaching out, she laid her hand over his.  “John….”
“Cyn, I don’t want to talk about it, yeah?”  His request came out sounding like a plea.

She hated seeing him like this and was loathe to add to his angst, but, she couldn’t allow him to go on as he had been.  It was eating him up.  “John, listen, luv --”

He jumped to his feet.  “Fer Chrissake, Cyn!  I’ve told ya!  I’ve told everyone!  I can’t!  I just fuckin’ can’t!”

He had started to walk away, but Cyn got to her feet quickly and went after him.  She reached him just as he crossed the kitchen.  Knowing better than to just grab his arm, she ran around and stood in front him, blocking his way so he couldn’t pass.  “Just listen to me, please, John!” she cried, raising her voice to be heard over his protests.  “Ya practically grew up with him….the two of ya were best mates all these years!  John, luv, I know how much it hurts, but you can’t simply not go!”
John made a sound between a whimper and a growl and clapped a hand over his eyes.  Falling against the wall, he allowed his legs to give way and slid down to the floor.  He curled into a near-fetal position and sobbed soundlessly.  Cynthia was on her knees beside him, doing her best to hold his shaking body, stroking his hair while murmuring soothingly in his ear.

It broke her heart to see him like this, but, if she was being honest with herself, it was a while coming. She’d been worried about what he might do ever since the morning of Paul’s accident.   From the moment John had found out what had happened, he blamed himself, and everyone just assumed it was because the two had argued before Paul made that fateful decision to go for a drive in the downpour.  Cynthia knew there was more to John’s guilt than a mere argument.  He’d nearly gone mad when that charm went missing again.  Only this time, it still hadn’t turned up.  Secretly, she was relieved, hoping that with the passage of time, John would lose his obsession, but if anything, it was just getting worse.  What’s more, he insisted the charm was responsible for Paul’s accident, and there was nothing or no one who could sway him from the belief.  
When his shaking had subsided, Cynthia spoke softly to him.  “John, you can’t go on like this, luv.  Yer tearing yerself apart and frightening Jules.  I’m going to ring Brian and tell him yer ready --”
He shook his head wildly.  “I’m not!  Oh Christ, Cyn, I’m not!  Please!”

Part of her wanted to give in again – the way she’d given in several times before, but, if even only for John’s sake, she had to do this.  She held her ground, insisting sternly, “It’s time, John.  You can’t keep avoiding it!”  He whimpered, but didn’t protest any further.  Softening her tone, she ran her hand through is hair, now matted with sweat.  “If you like, I’ll go with you.  I’ll stay right beside you and hold your hand, alright?”

Swallowing back the bile that fought to rise in his throat, John squeezed his eyes shut and gave a curt nod of his head.  
“Alright, luv,” Cyn said, speaking to him as if he were a child.  “I’m just going to ring Brian then.  I’ll be right back.  Then I’ll help you get ready, okay?”

Again, he gave a nod, reluctantly allowing her to go.  As she stood, he rose from the floor into a sitting position with his back against the wall.  Drawing his knees to his chest, he wrapped his arms around his legs, and, propping his forehead against his knees, began to slowly rock back and forth.

With a last glance at John, Cynthia went to the telephone in the sunroom and dialed.  When her call was answered, John could hear her say, “Brian?  It’s Cynthia….Yes, he’s ready.  Can you come straight away then?  Right.  Ta, Brian.”
Less than two hours later, Brian led John and Cynthia down a long, dimly-lit corridor, their heels creating a synchronized percussion against the tiles of the floor.  The deeper into the building they walked, the fewer people they passed, which was precisely why the area was chosen.  Straight ahead, the corridor they were walking ended, forcing them to turn right or left.  John’s legs faltered when he looked up and saw a sign in the center of the wall reading, “Morgue” with an arrow beneath pointing to the left.  After some gentle coaxing from Cynthia, the trio continued to the right.  Turning a corner, they saw a somber looking uniformed police officer sitting next to a closed door.  He rose from the chair as the small group approached.  “Mr. Epstein, Mr. and Mrs. Lennon,” he said softly and as he acknowledged each in greeting.  He leaned in to open the door, but was startled when John shouted, “Wait!”  In confusion, the officer looked from Brian to Cynthia and back again.
“I apologize, officer.  This is Mr. Lennon’s first visit,” Brian offered by way of explanation.  
After a moment’s hesitation, the police officer nodded in understanding.  “Right, sir.  Take your time, please, and just let me know when you’re ready.”  
“Thank you, officer.  We appreciate your understanding,” Brian replied diplomatically.  Turning back, he saw John leaning face-in toward the opposite wall.  Next to him, Cynthia stood, her hand gently rubbing his arm.  She was speaking to him softly.  Keeping a discreet distance, Brian waited patiently, grateful that Cynthia had managed to get John to come at all.  After all, the accident was three days ago, and they can’t keep Paul here much longer!  Frankly, Brian was surprised that the hospital’s administration agreed to keep Paul here past that first day.
After several minutes, Cynthia was able to lead John back to the door.  Seeing the couple standing there, Brian quickly walked over to join them.  Looking at John’s pale face, Brian’s heart quickened.  Dear God!  The boy looks as though he’s going to keel over!  “John?”  No response.  “John?” he repeated more loudly, his voice echoing in cavernous hall.  John turned his way, but Brian wondered if he actually saw him.  “John, would like me to go in with you?”

He didn’t answer right away, but focused on the chart hanging outside the door….“Case Number 11-9” it read in bold back lettering.  Strange….interesting, really….eleven nine…eleven nine….eleven…nine…nine…nine….Absently, he raised his hand to his chest where the scar was yet visible.  “No, Brian.  I can do this,” he answered softly.  Gently, he squeezed Cynthia’s hand and let it go.  Keeping his eyes trained on the chart, he added, “…alone.”

Cynthia started to protest, but John just nodded at the officer who, after receiving a wordless confirmation from Brian, opened the door for the Beatle.  Taking a moment to brace himself, John entered the room like a man walking to a scaffold.  Though the door closed quietly behind him, to John, it sounded as though it slammed shut….a sound that so loud, so definite, so final. He froze when he saw Paul’s prone form through the sheer curtain, pulled half-way so only the lower half of his body was visible.  Christ!  I can’t do this!  I can’t see him like this!  Yet, he couldn’t tear his eyes away.
After what seemed like an eternity, John slowly started to move toward where his best mate lay.  He stopped again just as he reached the curtain.  Taking a deep breath, he steeled himself and took one step that put him on the other side.  Gradually, he raised his eyes to Paul’s face.  The face that had become as familiar to John as his own….the face that was so full of life….the face that conveyed Paul’s every mood from amiable good humour to heart-wrenching melancholia to tempestuous anger….the face that led millions of girls to brand him the “cute Beatle”….the face that now lay still and pale.
Guilt and despair enveloped John, and the impact all but brought him to his knees.  Reaching out, he grabbed the edge of the gurney to keep himself from falling.  “Oh Christ, Paulie!” he whispered emotionally.  “I’m so sorry!  I’m so fucking sorry!  This is all my fault….I should’ve never told ya!  Jesus, I’m so sorry!”  Turning away, John clasped his hands on top of his head, struggling to not fall apart.
“Well, Lennon, ya took yer fuckin’ sweet time gettin’ here!” a familiar voice rasped.

Hearing the familiar voice, John grinned wryly through tear-filled eyes, and, without turning around, replied, “Fuck you, McCartney!”
