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Chapter Fifty

As the sky darkened over the city, Reginald Quinn lingered at his office window, taking in the sparkling lights of London.  In the near twenty years he’d occupied that office, he’d borne witness to the ever-shifting vista.  When he’d first returned to London, it was as though the city itself had been torn asunder.  From his window, he could see the charred remains of buildings…homes, as far as the eye could see, reduced to nothing more than piles of rubble…empty lots that served as reminders of the shops and pubs that used to stand there…and permeating it all was an insidious stench…the reek of despair.  The Blitz had taken the lives of over twenty-one thousand Londoners, and just about that number of souls was collectively lost throughout other English cities the Luftwaffe bombers relentlessly targeted…including the port city of Liverpool.  Over the years, however, the view from his window changed, slowly at first, and then more rapidly as the years progressed.  London had risen again from the ashes of its former self.  Year after year, he saw the development of new roads, buildings, shops, and restaurants, and, lately, the increasing influx of young people.  Much to his amusement, stuffy, regimented old London had become a Mecca for the young and fashionable. “Swinging London” is what they called it.  Thanks to the Beatles, thanks to Tavistock, thanks to him.  A small smile played at his lips.  It was manufactured easily enough, I suppose…but, then again, I did have an unfair advantage.  I had Phleiss.  Phleiss. The mere thought of the old man was enough to cause any trace of a smile to immediately vanish from his face.

The gentle tap at his office door brought Quinn out of his reverie.  Straightening, he walked behind his desk and picked up a file, pretending to scan its contents.  “Come in, Christian.”

The young assistant entered the office.  “It’s all taken care of, sir.”

“We’re alone?”

“With the exception of essential personnel, yes, quite,” Christian assured him.

“Splendid, splendid,” Quinn commended distractedly.  “Er, let’s have seat over here, yes?” With a nod of his head toward the corner of the office, he indicated the small sitting area with its two leather wingback chairs and small side tables at each arm.

The assistant raised a brow in surprise.  In all the years he had worked for Quinn, he’d never once been invited to confer in that area.  Instead, it was saved for visiting dignitaries, VIP’s, and other various luminaries.  “Certainly, sir, as you wish.”

Quinn went to the lower drawer of his desk and withdrew the bottle of Macallan’s scotch and two cut crystal tumblers.  Apologetically, he said, “I’m afraid we’ve no ice….”

“That’s fine, sir.”  Christian looked at the older man quizzically.  Ever since the McCartney incident, the supervisor had been behaving oddly.  His usual confidence appeared to have been shaken irreparably, he’d been spending more and more time away from the office, and, now, he’d asked Christian to have all non-essential personnel dismissed for the evening so that they could speak privately…very privately.  All Christian Spencer wanted to know now was why.

He watched as Quinn poured out the drinks, and, carrying the two glasses and the bottle to the sitting area, offered one tumbler to him.  “Thank you, sir,” he said, accepting the glass and taking a generous sip while Quinn settled himself in the large leather armchair across from him.  It hadn’t escaped Christian’s notice that the supervisor kept the bottle, setting it on the end table next to his arm.

Giving a loud sigh, Quinn crossed his legs and took a sip from his own glass.  “I imagine you’re curious as to why I asked you to clear the building and meet with me this evening.”

“Quite, sir.”

“Yes,” Quinn hesitated before continuing, “Well, I’ll come right to the point then, shall I?”  He didn’t wait for Christian to reply.  “It has come to my attention Christian that you are to be inducted as Knight Commander of the Temple.”

“Yes, Dr. Quinn….and let me express my gratitude for all the assistance you gave that put me there, sir!” Christian answered proudly.

Quinn accepted the thanks graciously with a slight bow of his head.  “You’re most welcome, my boy, but don’t sell yourself short, you’ve earned it.  As Knight Commander, you will be a fully initiated member of the elite Council of Kadosh and therefore, privy to the more…esoteric of the brethren’s doctrines.  You’ve no doubt learned much already that you find a bit of a challenge to accept, I’m sure!”

Christian shifted uncomfortably under Quinn’s scrutiny, but, with some awkwardness, replied honestly, “Well, sir, much of what I’ve been told does sound so much like mere tall tales.”

Quinn chuckled appreciatively.  “I can remember feeling much the same way, Christian.  After all, we no longer live in an age when magic and miracles are commonplace.  There’s a logical, scientific reason for everything – or so we’re told.”  Growing serious, he leaned forward in his chair, his knees nearly touching Christian’s, and said, “…but, I hasten to assure you, everything you’ve been told is absolutely true.”

“So, I am expected to believe, for instance, that the Freemasons actually are descended from the Knights Templar?” Christian asked with a wry grin.

“The Scottish Rite Freemasons are, Christian, yes,” Quinn replied tersely.  Softening, he explained, “You’ve heard bits and pieces of the legend….tonight, I want to share the rest.  You see, when you take over this office, Christian, these are things you’ll need to know.  The primary reason why you’ll need to know them, well, that should become rather self-evident once you hear what I have to tell you.”

“Yes, alright, sir,” Christian deferred, settling comfortably in his chair.

“The Knights Templar, as you know, were the most powerful and wealthiest of all religious orders during the Middle Ages.  Due to the vow of poverty all the brothers took upon entering the order, it didn’t take them long to amass a great deal of wealth and property throughout Christendom.  When a ‘good Christian regent’ requested financial assistance from the order, especially if it was to fund war against perceived enemies of the Church, the Knights had it to give and give it, they did.  One of those regents was King Philip IV of France.  Philip was so indebted to the order, he actually orchestrated their destruction by manipulating Pope Clement V into declaring all Templars – and their supporters – heretics, conveniently eliminating his debt in one move.  On Friday, October 13th in the year 1307, Clement ordered that all known Templars in France be arrested, thus giving rise to the superstition about Friday the 13th being an especially unlucky day.”  He smiled and took a sip from his glass before continuing.

“That day began a long and bloody campaign….Templars were arrested, imprisoned, tortured, and executed all over France.  Shortly after, Clement issued a papal bull ordering the arrest and inquisition of all Templars throughout Europe.  The regents of those countries were more than happy to comply - not only because many of them, like Philip, owed a debt to the order, but because they were then entitled to seize the sizeable assets belonging to any member or house.”

“Pardon me sir, but if all Templars were imprisoned or killed, then how could the Scottish Freemasons possibly have descended from them?” Christian asked.

“Because, my dear boy, there were Templar sympathizers all over Europe - sympathizers who were able to alert and forewarn some of the French Templars what was coming.  Those brothers gathered together what portable wealth they could – jewels and gold, mostly – and left France, seeking refuge in other countries like Switzerland and Scotland, both of which had been excommunicated at the time and therefore outside of the Church’s jurisdiction.  It is also said that those knights who fled to Scotland carried with them a treasure of extreme importance to the Church.  It is this treasure that is most commonly associated with the legends of the Holy Grail.”

“Surely, you don’t believe that, sir!” Christian scoffed.

Quinn smiled indulgently.  “Every legend has some truth to it, however, for the purpose of our conversation this evening, let us simply say that is not what is important right now.  What is important is what awaited those knights in Scotland.”

“And what was that, sir?”

“A man who called himself William St. Claire.”

“I’ve heard that name before,” Christian said slowly.  “…but I can’t quite remember where.”

There was a strange glint in Quinn’s eyes.  “Well, perhaps it will come to you…,” he paused and lit a Gitane, pulling deeply as he inhaled and blowing the smoke toward the ceiling.  “William St. Claire was a powerful man of great wealth himself.  It was said of him that his manor housed the finest library in all of Europe.  Some claim that he even possessed scrolls and books believed to have been destroyed centuries before, especially those tomes authored by the Muslims….books on astronomy, physiology, algebra, and geometry – which they considered to be sacred.  Books, it was rumoured, that originated at the famed library of Alexandria.”

“If such a thing was true, then wouldn’t they have been discovered when this St. Claire died?”

Quinn gave a mysterious smile.  “Perhaps the question would be better phrased, ‘wouldn’t they have been discovered if this St. Claire died.’”

“You’re not saying he still lives?” Christian asked quietly, truly beginning to fear for the sanity of his mentor.

Quinn paused and gazed into his glass thoughtfully.  Raising his eyes to meet his assistant’s, he said, “I will be telling you many things this evening that you will struggle to believe, Spencer, but I can not stress enough just how important it is that you do believe them.”  He paused a moment, as though he was struggling to find the right words. “I offer my apologies, Christian….I believed I would have more time to…indoctrinate you.  Unfortunately, time has run out, and your apprenticeship must be accelerated.  I have failed you in that respect, and, for that, I beg your forgiveness.  I ask now only that you listen to what I have to say before dismissing it all out of hand.  Can I ask that of you, Christian?”

Christian looked at Quinn blankly, uncertain how to respond.  Before him was a man he’d always respected and admired – a man who on more than one occasion, scared the hell out of him, so great was his power.  Now, however, that man suddenly seemed diminutive and fragile, running on about stories and legends.  Still….  “Of course, Dr. Quinn….please proceed,” he replied respectfully.
Quinn gave a fleeting smile of gratitude.  “Being a man of great wealth and power, St. Claire offered the refugee Templars his protection.  Further, he offered his assistance in other areas….he would assist those knights yet stranded on the continent to make their way to Scotland, he would help their order to reconstitute itself under the new name of the ‘Knights of Christ,’ he would even help them to build their own church --”

“Rosslyn Chapel?” Christian asked with a grin, he knew the legend.

“Indeed.”

“But, sir, Rosslyn Chapel wasn’t built until the fifteenth century.  The disbanding of the Templars occurred at the start of the fourteenth!  William St. Claire would have had to have been nearly one hundred years old!”

“Indeed.”

“But….”

“Shall I continue?” Quinn asked facetiously.  

“Er, sorry, sir, yes, go on.”

“There are no records making any clear association between the Templars and the Chapel, which makes it all the more interesting that the church is filled with Templar symbolism….the same symbolism which made its way into the Scottish Rite of Freemasonry.  Interesting, too, is the fact that nearby stand the remains of a structure known as Balandtradoch - the headquarters of those refugee Templars, built at the behest of one William St. Claire….or so state the records.”

“But it could be father and son, sir!” Christian pointed out.

“But it wasn’t, Christian,” Quinn replied, “…and the reason why I know this, hopefully, will become clear.”

“Alright, but sir, you haven’t said why this St. Claire would go to such great lengths for these knights he had no prior association with.”

“Ah, well, now, there’s a question!  Why, indeed!” he smiled, obviously pleased with the assistant’s astuteness.  Leaning forward conspiratorially, he continued, “St. Claire made the knights an offer, my boy.  From their small broken remnant, he would create the most powerful organization that has ever existed.  They alone would determine the course of history.  Never again would any entity have the power to bring harm to them, They alone, would possess the power to chart the course of human destiny. They would, quite literally, run the world.”

Quinn paused, allowing Christian to take it all in…to make the connection.  When he saw the boy’s face pale, Quinn knew he had.  “And…what did they have to do in return?” Christian asked softly, almost fearfully.
Pointedly, Quinn asked, “What does anyone have to do when they make a deal with the devil?”  

Christian was struck mute.  Instinctively, he knew Quinn’s question was not merely metaphorical.  He knew that Tavistock was merely a front for the Freemasons, and, if what Quinn was telling him was true, the Freemasons were descended from those Templars….and behind it all, pulling the strings was….Moephet Phleiss.
Leaning over, Quinn picked up the bottle of scotch and poured himself a second glass.  Tilting the bottle toward Christian, he wordlessly offered to refill the young man’s glass.  Christian nodded mechanically and held out his glass while Quinn poured.  The supervisor noted the tremor in the young man’s hand.  Yes, he understands.  He understands perfectly.
Sitting back in their chairs, each man sipped his scotch in silence.  Finally, in a quivering voice, Christian said the only thing he could think of.  “Phleiss.  Phleiss is St. Claire…isn’t he?”

“Phleiss is many people, but yes, that is the name he took back then,” Quinn answered matter-of-factly.

Christian’s head was spinning, and he knew it wasn’t from the scotch.  “H-How did you, you know….”

“How did I come to know him, you mean?” Quinn asked.  The assistant nodded. 

The older man took another sip from his glass and set it down.  Folding his hands across his abdomen, he replied, “It was just after the war. I was stationed in Berlin.  Although I wasn’t trained as a pathologist, my psychiatric training included medical school.  Between my training and my security clearance, I was chosen as coroner for those corpses indentified as officers or persons of interest in the Nazi regime.  Post-mortems were really just a matter of policy in those days….the Allies were concerned with nothing much beyond ascertaining o confirming the identities of the dead.  One night, I was awakened by an insistent banging on my door.  I opened it to find a young soldier telling me that my superiors had summoned me back the morgue. Well, I was none to pleased, I can tell you that! It was a miserable night out…pouring rain and freezing cold.  The last thing I wanted to do was leave my warm bed and wander out into that God-awful night.  I tried to find out what was so important that it couldn’t wait until my shift the following morning, but no matter how many questions I asked the soldier, he was able to tell me no more. I gave it up when it became clear that the ad simply didn’t know, and it wasn’t until I arrived at the morgue and saw two new bodies, covered and waiting on the tables, that I understood why I’d been summoned.  Still, it was the middle of the night.  What was so special about these corpses that I needed to perform the post-mortem immediately?  When I entered the autopsy room, I was stunned to find General Eisenhower standing with my immediate superior and two other high-ranking Allied officers – one British, one American.  Right then, I knew this was no ordinary post-mortem.  At first, I naively believed they had Himmler’s body on one of those tables.  After all, it was rumoured that Himmler had been negotiating with Britain via the PWE, and it was known to us in Berlin that he had been arrested along with two companions by the British Army in Bremervorde, but, knowing the Americans knew nothing of any arrangement between Himmler and the PWE, I quickly realized just how unlikely it was that Eisenhower would be present. So, I continued to wonder who it was they had brought to my morgue that was of such import.  Not in a million years, Christian, would I have guessed it. ” Giving an insincere laugh, Quinn took a large swig from his glass.  “I soon found out, though.  The first body was a woman’s and was found together with the second, a man’s, but when I pulled the tarp back from his face, I felt my knees go weak.”

“Why, sir?  Who was it?” Christian asked eagerly.

The image still made Quinn shiver.  “The man, I recognized immediately, though it made no sense.  Hadn’t the Soviets confirmed his suicide?  Hadn’t Goebbels sent out a dispatch the Führer was dead?  Hadn’t his own SS guard confessed that they attempted cremating both him and his wife of only forty hours?”

“Hitler, sir?” Christian asked in astonishment.

Quinn nodded, lost in the memory of that night long ago.  “Hitler…and Eva Braun.”

“But how, Dr. Quinn?  How is it this didn’t become public knowledge?  That the Soviets weren’t questioned and taken to task?”

Quinn gave the same eerie laugh.  “I don’t know, Christian, and that’s the truth of it….but, in my experience, if something seems to defy all logic, Phleiss is involved somehow.”

Christian asked haltingly, “And was he, sir?  Involved, I mean?”

“Oh yes.  At the request of my superiors, I had completed the autopsy and tests, including the comparison of dental records, and confirmed the identity of both bodies.  The only question remaining had to do with a rather distinct birthmark on the back of Hitler’s neck….several different medical records referred to this mark, yet the body on my table didn’t have one.  However, his dental records matched those of the corpse, so I dismissed the anomaly as a clerical error.  I was just completing the paperwork when I heard someone enter the outer room of the morgue.  Thinking it was that same soldier returning to drive me home, I locked all the papers away in my desk drawer and went through the door to the outer room.  

The old man was just standing in the middle of the room, smiling as though it was the most natural thing in the world for him to be there.

Taken off guard, Quinn shouted, “How did you get in here?  This is a secure area!”

The old man gave a light chuckle. “I’m afraid there’s precious little that is ever really secure, Captain Quinn.”

“How do you know who I am?” Quinn demanded.

The old man refused to be intimidated.  Walking around the room aimlessly, he answered, “Oh, I know a great deal about you, Reginald, a great deal indeed!  I know you are fairly miserable in your work.  I know that you would prefer being the one giving the orders as opposed to taking them.” He stopped directly in front of Quinn and looked into his eyes.  With a smile, he concluded, “I know that we can be of great assistance to one another, Captain Quinn.”

Despite his indignation that this man should have been able to breech security so easily, Quinn was intrigued.  His instinct told him that the old man was worth listening to, but his reason fought against the idea.  “What of it? What you said about me could be true of thousands of people.  Do you expect me to believe you’re some sort of mind reader?”

The old man drew nearer and looked into Quinn’s eyes.  After a moment, he said softly, “I know your beloved wife is quite ill - dying in fact - and that her doctors have given her up to die.”

The familiar gut-wrenching grief came over Quinn as he cried, “Who in the blazes are you?! Why are you doing this to me?”

The old man had his back to Quinn as he spoke.  “I can heal her, Reginald.  Oh yes, completely.  I can not only keep her alive, but restore her to full health as well.”  Turning around, he looked into Quinn’s eyes again.  “Are you interested, Captain Quinn?”

“I don’t believe you,” Quinn hissed, his anger every bit as much rooted in his inexplicable fear of the man as it was rooted in the fear of losing his wife .

The old man regarded him for several seconds.  “Alright, Reginald…fair enough.  You will ring your wife tomorrow morning.  Ask her how she is feeling…what she is doing.  Then we will speak further.”  

“Who are you?” Quinn demanded yet again, completely mystified.

Again the old man chuckled.  “Sometimes, it is difficult to remember.  You may call me Phleiss…Moephet Phleiss.”

The old man turned then and started walking toward the exit.  As he did, Quinn gasped aloud when he saw there on the back of the old man’s neck, a birth mark, identical to the one that allegedly marked the body of Adolph Hitler.

“The next morning, the bodies and all of the paperwork were gone,” Quinn added reflectively.  “When I questioned the disappearance, I was curtly reminded that my position required the utmost secrecy – that to break that secrecy would be akin to treason.”

“So, you just let it go at that?”  Christian asked in amazement.

Quinn shrugged.  “I had no choice….besides, I had other things on my mind.”

“Your wife?”

Nodding, Quinn explained, “It was just as Phleiss said.  As he instructed, I rang her the next morning…she was in tears, but tears of joy and relief.  

“Oh, Reg, it’s a bloody miracle is what it is!  For the first time in six months I’ve no need of morphine!  Guess what I’m doing, Reg?  Go on, guess!  I’m gardening!  Can you believe it? The cancer’s gone, Reg, I just know it!  I can feel it!  It’s a miracle, darling!”

“As good as his word, Christian, he’d healed her. I resigned my commission, left the Army, and took this position here at Tavistock.”

“He healed her,” Christian repeated.  The supervisor nodded as he sipped from the glass.  “And that birthmark on Phleiss’ neck…you believe that was somehow indicative that he and Adolph Hitler were one in the same.”  Another nod.  “And you believe further that Phleiss and William St. Claire were one in same.”

“Yes, yes, as well as many others throughout history, Christian,” Quinn answered somewhat impatiently.  “….those who were unheard of, those who were famous, those who were infamous even, but always, always powerful.  I fear we haven’t the luxury of time to recount them all, although, in this position, you will come to know of most of them at the very least.  I know it’s incredible to believe --” 

“Actually, Dr. Quinn,” Christian began as he stood and started pacing.  “It clarifies a great many things.  Mysteries I couldn’t possibly begin to explain....”

“So, you do believe me?” Quinn stressed, leaning forward in his chair.

Christian stopped pacing and looked at Quinn uncertainly.  “It is a bit much to take in, you know, sir.”

“Yes, Spencer, I am aware of that,” Quinn allowed sympathetically.

“So, let’s just say, for the time being, I don’t not believe you.”  Taking his seat again, he added quietly, “I’ve seen too many things to do anything else.”

“Well, there’s a start anyway,” Quinn relented.

After a short silence, Christian asked, “Will I be expected to make my own ‘agreement’ with Phleiss or has my fate already been sealed?”

Quinn gazed at the young man thoughtfully.  “No, Christian, each individual creates his or her own terms.  However, with this position comes an affiliation with a smaller, more powerful core group.  That is the reason why it was necessary for you to attain the level of Knight Commander – to enter the Council of Kadosh, for it they who constitute the guiding force behind Tavistock….the Council is, in fact, the Committee of 300, more popularly known as the Illuminati.  While you have more than earned this position, my boy, only a fully fledged member of the Committee may ascend to it, and to do that, you must have established your own covenant with Pheiss.”

“I see,” Christian answered slowly, knowing what was at stake…knowing that with Quinn’s position came tremendous power – the power to make and break governments, to run global financing and world trade, to plot the course of human history…knowing what the true cost of that power would be.  He thought back to all of the men – powerful men – that he’d known growing up.  Men like his uncle, the Earl Spencer.  “Uncle John is a member of the Committee, is he not?”

“He is,” Quinn answered, curious as to what prompted the question.

“What was his ‘covenant,’ sir?”

Quinn blew a sigh.  “I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to divulge that, Christian.”

“But he did make one, did he not?”

“As a member of the Committee, it is mandatory, so, yes, he did,” the supervisor confirmed.  Quinn waited silently, gauging the young man’s reaction to all he had told him.  Before the two of them left the office, he had to have an answer.  “Well, Christian, now that full disclosure has been made, may I ask what your inclination is?”

Christian appeared confused by the question.  “Sir?”

“Will you….that is, once my place…,” Quinn couldn’t quite phrase the question properly.  Finally, he sighed heavily and asked, “When the opportunity arises, are you likely to take this position?”

Almost mindlessly, Christian rose and crossed the room.  Propping his elbow on the sill, he looked down upon the lights of London.  What would it be like, I wonder, to possess such tremendous power?  To change lives – or take them even – with just a word?  To determine the direction humanity will evolve.  Slowly, he turned his head and looked at his supervisor.  Confidently, he responded, “Yes, Dr. Quinn.  Yes, I am.”

Although Quinn smiled, he felt his heart break a little.  He had grown fond of the boy over the years.

“One more thing, sir….”

“And what might that be, Christian?”  Quinn asked as he poured himself a third drink.  I’ve earned it!  
“What on earth does Phleiss need the Beatles for?”

Quinn winced, remembering the day he asked Phleiss that very question.  “Suffice to say, Spencer, the Beatles will accomplish what no war ever could – indeed it is well underway, even as we speak.”

“And what is that, Dr. Quinn?”

“They are changing the world, Spencer….they’ve initiated a revolution that will change everything.”

“That’s good for us?”

“If they stay the course, yes.”

“Is there any doubt that they will?”

“There’s always the possibility of failure, Christian.  That is why it is most important to make and retain powerful friends….and if you can put those friends in your debt somehow, all the better!”

“What specific impediment is there to the success of the project then?”

And there it is!  The question…“We’re not the only ones influencing our friend, Mr. Lennon,” Quinn answered dryly.

Surprised by this revelation, Christian asked, “Really?!  Well, who is then?”

Quinn stood and joined Christian by the window.  Giving the assistant a faltering smile, he asked, “Tell me, Christian, what do you know of angels?”

Coming out of his room, John walked toward the bar in the common area, pulling up short at the sight of the large bearded man sitting idly on the couch.

“What are ya doin’ here?” John demanded, his voice lapsing into an anxious falsetto.

The big man smiled.  “Waitin’ for you, friend!”

Taken back, John did a quick look around the suite, hoping someone was within shouting distance.  

“Er, look, mate, there’s not s’posed to be any press in here, right?  So ye’ll have to --”

“Well, that’s just fine, son, cuz I ain’t with the press!” the stranger replied, giving John another big smile.  There was something feral about that smile that made John very uneasy.

“Well, if yer not with the press, then who are ya?”  He was doing his utmost to sound confident and in charge….and failing miserably.

Still smiling, the stranger stood, and, for a moment, John wondered if the man would ever stop rising.  His eyes followed the visitor’s head as it rose closer and closer to the ceiling.  This fucker makes Mal look like a fuckin’ dwarf!  Extending his hand, the man introduced himself, “Tripp’s the name….Caleb Tripp.”

Shaking the man’s hand, John had to bend his head back slightly just to keep eye contact.  Suppressing the urge to ask Tripp what mountain he’d just come down from, he instead asked, “What can I do fer ya, Mr. Tripp?”

“Well now there, son, I reckon the question would be better put ‘what can I do for you”!

John watched Tripp closely while he talked. His accent indicated he was from the south, and that fact alone unnerved John beyond the telling it.  The man looked like he could break John in two with one hand, and the Beatle had a fleeting thought that perhaps that was precisely what the fella was there to do.  The whole “Jesus controversy,” was far from over, he knew.  “Okay, Mr. Tripp, what d’yer think ya can do fer me then?”

“Ya mind if I help m’slef to a beer, son?  I just drove in from Louisiana, and I’m ‘bout as parched as the Sahara!”

“Er, yeah, of course!  Help yerself.!  The opener is just inside the drawer beneath,” John said helpfully, thinking to himself that a man that size is welcome to whatever he wants.  

He watched as Tripp opened a bottle of Schlitz and drain half the beer in one swig.

Covering his mouth with his hand, he burped quietly.  “’scuse me,” he said with a smile.  He took one more smaller swig.  “Y’know, why don’t we both have a seat here and settle in?” he suggested with a wave toward the couch.
John gave a wry smile, replying sarcastically, “How very gracious of you!”

Far from being offended, Tripp laughed loudly.  “Well, I say, you’re a real clown, ain’t ya?  You’re alright, Lennon!”  He exclaimed, lightly punching John’s arm before taking a seat on the edge of the couch.

John rubbed his arm, still smarting from the punch, and took a seat at the other end of the couch. “Ya know, Mr. Tripp, ya still haven’t told me who ya are or why yer here.”

The smile stayed on Tripp’s lips, but disappeared from his eyes.  “No.  No, I didn’t.  Lemmee ask you something, Lennon.  You’re a musician….you ever heard of a fella by the name of Robert Johnson?”

“Of course I have!  He was only the greatest blues musician who ever existed!”  John exclaimed as though the information should, in fact, be common knowledge.

Pleased, Tripp smiled.  “Yessir, you’d be right ‘bout that!  Johnson was thee best of the Delta Blues guitarists.  He sang the blues, he wrote the blues, shee-it son, he done lived the blues!” Tripp laughed loudly again, startling John with his booming voice.  Wiping his eyes, Tripp asked, “Any idea where his talent come from, John?”

John shrugged. “I reckon practice, like anyone.”

“You’d be wrong.”  Tripp said simply.  “See, Johnson couldn’t play for twigs when he first picked up the guitar, but almost overnight, the SOB became a master guitar player.  Imagine it!  Johnson could do everything with his guitar but make that fucker talk!”  Growing serious, he continued, “Folks say his talent came to him by way of a bargain he made…with the devil.”

John froze.  Slowly he raised his eyes to Tripp’s.  After a couple of unsuccessful attempts, he finally found his voice.  “D-Did Phleiss…send…you?”
Tripp didn’t react….he didn’t even flinch when Phleiss’ name was mentioned.  Ignoring John’s question, he pulled out a pouch, and, taking a pinch of tobacco, stuck it between his back teeth and gums.  Inhaling deeply through his nose, he went on, “Some say he made his bargain in the Hazleton Cemetery, others’ say it was at a crossroad near the Dockery Plantation, both versions agree it done happened at midnight…on the nose.  Which version you hear depends on where in Mississippi you hear it.  Legend says the devil appeared at midnight, took the guitar from Johnson and tuned it, playing a few ditties ‘fore giving it back.  When he done gave it back, Johnson could play it like nobody’s business…just like that,” he said with a snap of his fingers.  “After that, Ol’ Bobby J. went all over the Delta playing and singing the blues he wrote.  Everywhere he went, people said he was the best that ever was, son….and so he was.  But poor Robert knew the devil always gets his reckoning, and he knew his time was coming.  It haunted him night and day….it even creeped into his music.  Yep!  He done wrote ‘bout it!  Songs like ‘Cross Road Blues,’  ‘Hellhound on My Trail,’ and ‘Me and the Devil’ but to name a few.”  Guzzling the remainder of his beer, Tripp slammed the bottle down on the table in front of him and said with a sigh, “No sir, I’ll tell you, ain’t no good can ever come from making deals with Ol’ Scratch…no way…no how.”
John was practically cowering at his end of the couch.  In a shaking voice, he cried plaintively, “Who are you?”

Tripp sat there, staring at John, the generous smile gone from his face.  His elbows rested on his huge knees, his massive hands hung limp in between.  As John looked in the man’s eyes, he was surprised to see sympathy in them.  Softly, the giant spoke, “Son, I done told you my name.  I’m Caleb Tripp.  Father Tremain’s a real good buddy of mine, and he told me to come here and help you.”

“He told you?” John asked incredulously.

“Yessir!” Tripp replied brightly.
“But he’s dead!” John cried.

“Yessir!” Tripp replied just as brightly, though John could have sworn his smile was just a tad wider.

