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Chapter Fifty-One

Trying to look inconspicuous, Paul sat in the lounge chair, watching the circus taking place around him with a sense of detachment.  Someone was speaking….but he’d only just realized she was speaking to him.  What? What did she say?  Ah, fuck it.  Ignoring the girl, who was talking still, he went back to watching….and waiting.  I wonder when it’s going to hit.  Or what it will feel like, he thought nervously.  Running a hand through his long brown mop of hair, now damp with perspiration from laying out in the glaring California sun, he exhaled heavily and tried to calm himself.  I really could’ve done without all this!  Fuckin’ John!  An’ George was no better! An’ Ritch, fer that matter! I was quite happy with my bit of grass, y’know?  Mellows me a bit, opens up some hidden well of creativity, it does….but I’ve heard too many strange things about this LSD.  Folks having bad trips, never being quite right in the head again.  He wiped his sweating palms against the pool towel and noticed how badly his hands were shaking.  Fuckin’ John!
He’d done it.  After more than a year of putting it off, he finally gave in, but only after much persistent badgering by his mates.  Using the excuse that they had several days break in their US tour, they’d talked Paul into dropping LSD while relaxing at their borrowed holiday house in Beverly Hills.  He wasn’t the only one tripping, but he was the only one doing it for the first time…not that he’d wanted to, but John, George, and Ritchie had been relentless….
“Ah, c’mon, Paulie….ye’ll see things ya never even knew existed!”

“Eh, son, it’s safe as milk, so it is!  ‘sides, we’d make sure ya were alright, mate.  See, that’s how it works – one looks out fer the others, y’know?”

“Paul, I’m telling ya, mate, ye’ll never be the same again!  Everything will be different.  Ye’ll see and hear things differently, things will feel and taste different.  Man….ye’ll never see life the same way!”

Paul squinted against the sunlight reflected in the pool and contemplated what he’d ‘never see the same way’ – already mourning its loss….whatever ‘it’ was.  Suddenly startled, he jumped when the girl beside him laid her hand on his bare thigh.  Taking in her puzzled expression, he mumbled an insincere, “Sorry,” and, getting up from the chair, he jumped into the pool, hoping the water might restore him to some sense of equilibrium.  As his body sunk to the bottom, he let the air out of his lungs and sat on the pool floor.  Opening his eyes, he peered through the hazy blue haven and thought, Ahhh…better.  No sound, no light, all blue, no people, no voices, no bodies, just blessed silence….  Giving himself over to the peace, he allowed the cool blue calmness to envelop him.  I could just stay here forever….
As he continued to bask in the quiet solitude, he noticed with disappointment that someone else had entered the pool and appeared to be floating his way.  Floating?  How is that possible?  They’re underwater!  Peering more closely, he confirmed that it was no mirage.  The girl was somehow floating in his direction, her arms loosely floating out on either side of her body.  As she came nearer, Paul stared in disbelief and fear.  It can’t be!  It fuckin’ can’t be!  It was her.  Rita.  The girl he’d picked up the morning of the accident.  The girl who’d caused the accident before inexplicably disappearing from the vehicle.  The girl who appeared on the grounds outside his hospital room window disguised as a nurse.  Now, she was here, in the pool, with him.  His panic careened out of control when he saw that the girl was clearly dead and, based on her gruesome appearance, had been for quite some time.  

Paul started flailing his arms and legs in an attempt to distance himself from the cadaver. His panic caused him to repeatedly swallow and inhale the water, and, in the small part of his mind that was still capable of rational thought, an idea formed….This is it!  This is how Phleiss is going to finish the job!
Suddenly, someone grabbed him from behind, and, even though he could still see the body of the girl floating a mere few feet from him, his terror enabled a surge of adrenaline which he used to try to free himself.  The arms that held him only tightened as he was pulled up toward the surface. Breaking through, he gasped the air hungrily while he coughed and sputtered, struggling to turn himself around as he was being pulled from the pool….  

“Leave off!” he yelled, pushing at the arms that fought to hold him. “There’s a body in the water!  It’s her!  She’s dead!  She’s trying to kill me!”
“It’s okay, Paul….yer just tripping, yeah?”  a familiar voice informed him soothingly.

“No!  No!  It’s not okay!  She’s in there --” but when Paul pointed and looked back toward the water from which he’d just been pulled, he found the pool empty.  Hesitantly, he moved toward the edge to get a closer look, but there was no one – alive or dead – in the pool.  “I-I don’t understand,” Paul said softly.
“S’alright, Paul, ‘salright….it’s just the acid, mate,” the soothing voice assured him.
“Acid?” Paul questioned in confusion, his eyes glued to the water….visions of school experiments with hydrochloric filling his imagination.

The voice sounded closer to his ear.  “The LSD, man.  It’s just the drug.  Calm down…relax and just let it happen.  Yer alright, Paul, ye’ll be alright.”

LSD?  Oh yeah! I took it, didn’t I?  But….it all seemed so real! 

“Yer okay….yer fine….” 

Paul focused on the face belonging to the voice.  Mal.  It’s Mal.  “Hey, Mal,” Paul said with a loopy smile.

Mal gave a chuckle and shook his head.  “C’mon, Paul.  Let me help ya back to yer chair,” the big man said, propping Paul up as he led him back to the lounge chair.

The minder settled Paul into the chair and wisely shooed the girls away.  “ey girls, give him a few minutes, eh?  He’s not quite, er, himself at the moment.  He just needs a bit of a rest.”  They wouldn’t stay away for long, Mal knew, but at least it would give Paul a breather to get his bearings.  

Paul leaned back and closed his eyes, trying to push the horrifying hallucination from his mind.  If this is what LSD is about, I’ve had me fill!  No more…not ever!  Taking a deep breath, he tried to relax as best he could.  In a welcome interlude of clarity, Paul emerged from the haze of the drug long enough to spot John on the other end of the patio. Looking around, he found George huddled in a corner with Neil and Joan Baez.  Both seemed to be oblivious to what had taken place in the pool as they hadn’t given him a second glance.
Though he searched, he couldn’t find Ritchie, but then he overheard someone laughing and saying that ‘Ringo was playing pool with the wrong end of the stick.’  Looking toward the pool, Paul wondered why he couldn’t see him before remembering, Oh right, yeah, pool…billiards, that’s what!  He must be in the sunroom.  That’s all of us then….all together….one fer all and all fer one and all that rubbish, he giggled softly to himself at the thought. 

….among all these strangers….here on our last tour….  His smile faded.

….two days before our last concert….ever.  His brows furrowed in displeasure.

....the end of the Beatles.  His eyes started to water.

The end of the Beatles?  What will become of me?  How the fuck can they just up and end us?  It’s not fair!  We’re far from done!  Look at all these people!  They love us!  An’ so what if the stadiums aren’t filling up? Tens of thousands of fans still come to see us!  No, they can’t do this….they’re wrong….it’s all wrong!  His anxiety escalating, he stood, momentarily at a loss for which one to approach first, John or George.  Each was equally adamant that this would be their last tour.  He needed to tell them….he needed to put a stop to this before it was too late. George.  

Decided, he half-staggered over to where George sat with Neil and Joan.  As he drew near, he heard George saying, “I’ll be glad when this is over, this fuckin’ touring is killin’ me!”
Paul froze.  “Kill?” he mumbled the question, something tugging at his memory….something important.  Slowly, it came to him.  He remembered why John had insisted on putting an end to their touring days.  “Why should we make it easy for the jammy bastard to try again, Paul?” John had said.  He’d explained to Paul his theory that Phleiss would try assassinating Paul –  or George…or Ritchie – while they were on stage.  “If we make it through this tour alive, Paul, we’re done, mate!”

Paul wanted to remind him that they weren’t touring when he crashed his car, but he knew any argument would be for naught.  John Lennon had decided….and there was an end to it.  Not that he’s far wrong.  We are easy targets on stage, and Phleiss already tried to off me once.  Christ!  Didn’t I believe he’d just tried again in the pool?  How could I have forgotten that was the reason we decided to put an end to touring?  Then, with a suddenness no one had prepared him for, the drug took over again, and Paul found himself back in London.  London?!  How the fu--  

Looking around, he started to panic as recognition dawned on him….I know this place…this intersection.  No!  No, not this! Oh please, anything but this!   

As if in mockery, a heavy raindrop plopped on his bare arm.  Do ya feel a hallucination?
Staring at it in disbelief, he felt another, then another, until he was standing in a downpour.  Just like that morning.  

Looking down, he found that he was still in his swimsuit.  This is not real!  This is just the LSD!  He continued to repeat the reassurance like a litany, but he was abruptly silenced when, to his horror, he found himself back behind the wheel of his Aston Martin. Shaken, he wondered then if this really was merely a drug-induced hallucination or if it was…something else.  It felt as though he was actually reliving the accident…hearing, seeing, feeling everything.  

“Sorry, Paulie.  It’s all my fault, I know, but that’s just like me, isn’t it?” John offered conversationally from the passenger seat.  John?!  No, no, John wasn’t there!

Paul rubbed his eyes with one hand, keeping the other on the steering wheel.  Tentatively, he glanced to his left again and opened his mouth in a silent scream.  There, where John had just been sitting, sat Moephet Phleiss.  Paul watched in horror as the old man held up a closed fist.  Smiling menacingly, he opened his hand to reveal the scarab.  “Oh God!” Paul cried plaintively.

Phleiss looked at him in mock sympathy.  “Tsk! Tsk!  God stopped listening long ago, Herr McCartney!” 

Before Paul could react, the car went into a skid.  Covering his face with his hands, he squeezed his eyes shut, doing all that he could think of to block the hideous vision from his sight. His hands flew away from his face, however, the instant he felt his body being thrown about inside the vehicle as it slid across the road, heading for the lamppost. Phleiss! Where did he go?!

He braced himself for the inevitable impact which came with the sickening sound of crunching metal.  In the quiet aftermath, he lay with his head against the steering wheel, unable to lift even a finger. I can’t move!  I can’t fuckin’ move! Christ, he’s going to make sure he does me in this time!

His terror soared when he felt the heat of the flames grow nearer to his paralyzed body.  Oh fuck!  I’m burning!  I’m going to burn alive!
“Here, Paulie, do ya have a light, love?”  It was her again…Rita…alive…or is she?
Leaning forward, she lit her cigarette from the flames immolating the console.  Sitting back casually, she crossed her legs, and, blowing a plume of smoke from between her blood red lips, she smiled coldly and winked at him. “Thanks ever so for the lift, Paul.  I could have caught my death out there!”  He heard the echo of her laughter long after she’d disappeared from the car.  

His instinct was to shake his head in horror and disbelief, but he couldn’t move, and before he could fully process the apparitions he’d just seen, he felt the flames licking at his legs and began screaming maniacally.  Christ!  I’m stuck!  Someone, help me!  I can’t move!  Help! God help me! I’m burning! Pleeeeaasssse…!

“Paul!  Paul! Yer alright, Paul!” Familiar voices were calling to him. “Paul, open yer eyes!”  Reluctantly he did as he was told and found himself looking up at Neil and George.  Neil and George?!  

“Yer alright, Paul, yer okay! Yer not burnin’! Yer fine, yeah?”  Neil reassured him nervously.

Paul looked around in jerking motions, from where he lay sprawled on the patio.  Patio?  California.  We’re in California. On tour.  
Everyone, he saw, was staring at him.  A trip.  A bad trip is all.  Oh Christ! When will this shit wear off?  
Paul lifted a shaking hand to his brow and tried to will his heart to slow down.  After a few minutes, when he was fairly certain he could stand without his legs giving out, he accepted Neil and George’s assistance as, together, they hoisted him up off the ground. 

“Christ, Paul, ya okay now?” George asked worriedly in a low voice.  A nod was all Paul manage. Words were not an option after what he’d just experienced.

Dismayed and confused, he allowed Neil to help him to a nearby chair.  Leaning back, he took several slow, deep breaths, trying to steady his nerves.  Closing his eyes, he blocked out all the voices, but, needing to focus on something to keep from thinking about the nightmare he’d just experienced, he concentrated only on the music playing in the background.  It was their new LP.  Realizing which song was playing, Paul thought he might have laughed aloud at the irony of it had he not still been so shaken up.  It was one of John’s…naturally….and based on a particularly strange experience with LSD and a story John overheard Peter Fonda telling George about dying briefly as a child.  Paul liked the song, he just didn’t much like it at that moment…especially when it happened.
Was it his imagination?  Was it another effect of the LSD?  Or was the needle on the record really sticking, causing one line of the song to continually repeat….“I know what its like to be dead.”  
As unobtrusively as a Beatle possibly could, Paul stood slowly and made his way toward the sliding glass doors leading back inside the house.  As he reached for the handle to the door, he suddenly stopped and watched in stunned silence as the large white feather slowly drifted to the ground in front of him.

Roger McGuinn was speaking, but John had stopped listening long ago.  Grateful for the dark shades that allowed him to hide his inattentiveness from the multitude of fans and press that surrounded them wherever they went, John had taken to wearing them everywhere, even indoors, even at night.  As McGuinn’s voice droned on, John watched with curiosity as Mal jumped into the pool and pulled Paul to the surface.  Hmmm….looks like Paul didn’t much feel like getting out of the pool.  Wonder why Mal’s forcing him out? 

He continued to watch while Mal settled a visibly shaken Paul back into the chair.  Remarkably, McGuinn was still talking. John shot the singer a disdainful look before leaning over and quietly asking Mal, “Paul alright?”

“Yeah, he’s just a bit…overwhelmed, I reckon,” Mal answered with a smile.

Satisfied, John leaned back in his seat crossing one leg over the other. He couldn’t keep from smiling when he noticed several girls flocking towards and surrounding Mal, fawning over him.  John knew that many of these girls offered their favors to the Beatles’ entourage in the hope of eventually bedding one of the four, but, for some, they were quite happy to be able to shag someone that close to a Beatle.  Mal basked in their attentions, lighting up like a Christmas tree.  Now there’s a fella who enjoys this shite.  Day after day, nonstop….don’t know how he could, though, but he does!  It was then that John heard McGuinn ask him a question.  “Eh?”

“I said, what do you think, man?  You know, John Phillips’ idea of putting on one free big fucking concert with all those acts.  What do you think?” McGuinn repeated, oblivious to the fact that John hadn’t heard a word he’d said.

“What do I think?” John repeated. 

“Yeah man, would you guys dig getting in on something like that.  Not that you’d be, you know, promising or anything legal, but I’d like to know what you think.”

John stood up and leaned over the table towards the other man.  Smiling insincerely, he replied, “You want to know what I think?  I think you talk too bloody much and should shut the fuck up, mate!”

There wasn’t time for McGuinn to react as, just then, Paul seemed to go berserk, rolling around on the ground, screaming that he was burning.  Everyone, including John and Roger, watched as Neil and George calmed Paul and helped him off the ground.  When it was over, Roger exclaimed shakily, “Fuck man, I hate bad trips!”

Knowing that what happened was due to more than the LSD, John simply murmured, “Yeah.”

In the quiet comfort of his study, Quinn tuned the radio to a station playing classical music and poured himself a glass of port.  Unlocking the top side drawer of his desk, he withdrew a teakwood box, and, tucking it under his arm, he took his glass in one hand and the bottle in the other and went to sit in front of the fireplace.  Setting each item down carefully on the small side table, he lowered himself into the leather wingback chair that had been his father’s and extended his feet toward the warmth of the fire.  There was a time when such simple pleasures were enough to satisfy him, and he found himself wondering just when it was that that all changed.  Giving a derisive snort, he thought to himself,  Phleiss. When Phliess came into my life.  Phleiss…with all his promises and prophecies.  Oh, I had good reason at first…noble, even.  It was for Clara, after all, wasn’t it?  He said he’d cure her cancer and he did.  I’m not a good man.  I’ve done many things I’ve regretted over the years, but, no, I refuse to regret that.  Never that.  We had eleven more years together….Eleven years we wouldn’t have had if  I’d not entered in league with Moephet Phleiss.  For that alone, it was all worthwhile.  
However, all that came after that, I fear, was sheer selfishness on my part.  Phleiss knew exactly what I desired, and he used it well to lure me.  It was easy enough.  I was easy prey. I hungered for the power, and, once I had a taste for it, I basked in it.  When I was given that office, that project at Tavistock, I knew then there was no going back.  I was fully complicit….I freely admit that. I am willing to accept the consequences for the choices I’ve made, the things I’ve done, but I don’t have it in me to handle the fight that’s coming.  It was easy after a while to forget who Phleiss was…what Phleiss was….but as the prophecy foretold HE has come.  Being Phleiss’ minion is one thing, but facing HIM in the struggle to come….no, that’s something I simply cannot contend with, especially now that I know that part of the prophecy has come to pass, and HE is here.  

Incredibly, Phleiss believes he can win…that he can beat HIM.  Moreover, for all of his bragging about “the prophecy,” Phleiss astutely refused to consider the full implications.  There was always, always an unknown variable.  It was never as certain as Phleiss wanted to pretend it was.  That’s the way of human nature.  Amazing that a creature such as Phleiss, who has lived so long and seen so much, should have missed that one important fact about humans.  With or without Divine intervention, humans have choices….and sometimes, perhaps not often, but sometimes they just may choose to act unselfishly…to choose “the good.”   That has been the one fact Phleiss has consistently not recognized, and that will be his downfall.  
Draining the last of the port in the glass, Quinn reached over and lifted the box into his lap.  Slowly, he opened and removed the lid.  Reaching in, he withdrew the first of the two items he had stored there and locked away in his desk the day after his Clara had finally passed.  When he locked the box away all those years ago, he knew he would not open it again until he was ready to leave Tavistock and Phleiss for good.  Tonight was that night, and he had started to plan it once he ascertained that the prophecy was indeed unfolding.

Shifting the item so he could better see it, he sighed sadly.  “My dearest darling Clara, I am only sorry I was never the man you believed me to be.  For what it may be worth now, my love, I wish I could have been…for your sake…and for mine.”  
He gazed at the faded photograph of his late wife lovingly and longingly for several minutes, all but certain that he would never look upon her face again.  If there truly was a heaven and hell, he knew he was doomed to spend eternity without her. In the privacy of his empty home, he allowed himself the luxury of tears….the last he would ever shed for his beloved Clara.

He poured himself a second glass of port and propped the photograph against the decanter. He then reached back into the box, and withdrew the second item…his old Webley service revolver.  Carefully, he checked the hammer and trigger, and, finally, the chambers, which were still fully loaded.  Satisfied that the weapon was still in working order, he took his glass and silently toasted his wife’s photograph.  Then, with the strains of Mozart’s “Requiem Mass in D Minor” playing eerily in the background, Reginald Quinn put the barrel of the revolver in his mouth and pulled the trigger.
It was past two in the afternoon the following day, and Paul still hadn’t emerged from his room.  Knowing that both George and Ritchie had checked on him earlier, John patiently waited until Paul was ready to face the world again.  Finally, about an hour later, Paul had come down the stairs and had a bite to eat. Afterward, he returned to his room to ready himself for a shower. Realizing this might be his only opportunity to speak with Paul privately, John went after him.

He tapped on Paul’s door briefly before entering.  The other Beatle spared him a quick glance and nod of acknowledgement before going back to what he was doing.  Perching himself on the edge of the bed, John asked haltingly, “Bad trip yesterday, eh mate?  Ya know, I feel bad about that, what with me pushin’ ya all the while to try it only to have ya ---“

“I’m not sure it was a bad trip, John,” Paul replied evenly. “…but then,” he paused and looked directly at his friend, “…you already knew that, isn’t that right?”

John fidgeted nervously. “I’d rather suspected,” he mumbled after several seconds.

The two went silent, each preoccupied with his own thoughts until, slamming the drawer shut, Paul turned on his friend.  “What is this, John?” he demanded angrily.  “What’s going to happen?  Am I going to have to go through this time and again until he finally succeeds in killing me or what?  An’ what about the girl – Rita - or whatever the fuck her name really is? Is she just going to keep on turning up everywhere I go, scaring me half to death until I’m driven stark, raving nutters?”

“I don’t know,” John answered quietly.  “But Paul,” he added quickly, “...don’t be so certain it wasn’t just the LSD, eh?”  
Seeing Paul vacillate a bit, John pushed, “I mean, it hasn’t happened before, right?  It was mad having ya take acid after what ye’ve been through.  You were bound to have a bad trip with all this shite going on around ya, mate!”
Paul blew a sigh through pursed lips and slowly shook his head.  “I don’t know, John.  It all seemed so real…too real.”  Tossing his clean clothing aside for the moment, he plopped down at the foot of the bed.
“Yeah, well…hallucinations do,” John tried to assure him, not quite believing his own words.

“I don’t know,” Paul repeated softly, unconvinced.  “The prick must know I’m alive.  He came after me fer a reason, John. Do ya really think he’s going to give up all that easily?  You told me Stu died because he knew the truth…the same truth I know.  If all that’s true, what’s to keep me from ending up like Stu?”
Paul’s words stung John more than he cared to admit.  He’d never gotten over the guilt, still believing he’d caused his best friend’s death, and now, he was faced with even further guilt at putting yet another friend’s life at risk.  “There must be a way to put things right!” he seethed in frustration, more to himself than to Paul.
Giving a mirthless laugh, Paul replied sarcastically, “Well, John, short of somehow convincing Phleiss that he really did kill me, I don’t see how!”

John stared at Paul wordlessly for several seconds before whispering, “That’s it!”

“What?” Paul asked in obvious confusion.

A smile slowly spread across John’s face, “That’s fuckin’ it!”

“I’m not following ya, John!” Paul snapped in annoyance.
“We can trick him!” John declared as though it was the obvious answer.

Looking at John crossly, Paul responded, “Are ya daft?  If Phleiss really is who ya say he is, there is no tricking him, John!”

“Oho, but there is, sonny-jim!” John countered triumphantly.  “I’ve done it!”

“What?  When?” Paul challenged disbelievingly.

“It was back in Hamburg, shortly after Stu died.  I was out walking when I saw Phleiss’ lackey, William - no Wilhelm, or some such shite – anyway, he was out and about.  I’d followed him fer a bit, and eventually he went into a cemetery, and, after I’d fallen and smashed my noggin but good on a headstone, suddenly Stuart was there!”
Paul’s look of disbelief evolved to one of incredulity.  “Stuart…was there…with you…after he was dead….”

Shaking his head impatiently, John clarified, “Nah, but, see, Paul, it wasn’t Stu at all!  It was Phleiss.  He was trying to fill me head with all this shite, trying to make me feel even worse about what happened, saying it was all my fault an’ all.  Only, I didn’t get that straight away.  It wasn’t until I realized that Stu would never say those things…even if they were true.  So, I thought, well, why not put it to a test?  As ‘Stu’ was leaving, I asked if he had a message fer his sister, Nancy --” 

“Stu doesn’t have a sister Nancy,” Paul corrected needlessly.

“Well, I know that, don’t I?” John sneered irately. “But, the thing is, he didn’t!  He just said it was best to leave it be!”  
John waited for Paul to realize what he was trying to tell him.  When Paul didn’t respond quickly enough for John’s liking, he put it together for him.  “Paul, if Phleiss knows everything, then why didn’t he know I was havin’ him on?  He doesn’t know everything….he can be fooled!”

Paul bit his lip and considered John’s words uncertainly.  After a minute, he said, “I don’t know, John.  I mean…making a mistake about a name is one thing, but this…well, it’s just too big to hide!  We’ve been on tour, after all.  He obviously knows I’m alive --”
“No, he doesn’t,” John interrupted.

Paul gave a hapless chuckle, “Of course he does, he must!”  But John just shook his head resolutely.

“No…he doesn’t, Paul,” he stressed pointedly.  Holding his hand up to silence Paul’s protest, he explained, “All he knows is that someone who looks like you and sounds like you is on tour with the Beatles…but he doesn’t know it’s you.”  
Just as Paul was about to say something, John cut him off.  “And…if we’re clever about it, we can somehow make sure that word gets out to him that yer an imposter!  Hired coz yer really dead!”

Paul stared at John for several long seconds before exclaiming, “Yer daft!  We could never get away with that!  Especially not with Phleiss!”

“I think we can,” John insisted calmly, certain that he could rely on Caleb and the Fraternity to assist with any subterfuge, but not yet ready to mention this new acquaintance to Paul.

“How?” Paul challenged. 

Suddenly put on the spot, John hemmed and hawed for a bit, before something caught his eye, prompting an idea.  Leaning over to Paul’s end table, he picked up the cover of the boys’ latest LP, “Revolver,” he said, “Well….whatever we do, it would need to appear that we’re trying to hide it – make it appear that we really don’t want folks to know yer an imposter.  Phleiss won’t believe it otherwise.  We have to seem as though we’ve something to hide.  So…we could put hints…ya know, clues…in our LP’s…and in the music.  Clues that yer really dead, that you died in car crash, and we had someone else take yer place so we could go on being Beatles – we’re a big money-maker, or so I’ve been told!” he added ruefully.  “So, why would we want to see a good thing end simply because you were so rude as to up and die on us, eh?”  John finished with a facetious grin. 
“But, if we’re set to hide it, then why bother with clues at all?  Wouldn’t that seem a bit off?” Paul asked logically.

John thought a moment, “It would be down to me, George, and Ritch!” he smiled.

“Ye’ve lost me, mate!” Paul grinned.

“Well, see, it’s like this….after we’d gone an’ done it – replaced you with a someone who looks and sounds like you - we were all so overcome with guilt and remorse….we felt just sick about hiring someone to be you, ya know, what with you being a best mate an’ all --”
“Naturally…,” Paul played along.

“So, we decided we’d try to let the fans in on it.  I mean, it wasn’t our idea exactly!  In our grief, we went along with it, but it was really the idea of Brian and Lockwood and such – they didn’t want to lose the goose wither her golden eggs, yeah?  We just went along…until we came to our senses, that is!”

“Well, it was only a matter of time ‘til ya would, ya ungrateful tossers!” Paul laughed.
“Yeah, well….we put these clues in the music and on the LP covers, knowing it was only a matter of a time until our most loyal – and daft- fans would start to put it all together and realize that yer not Paul McCartney….that Paul McCartney died in a horrific fiery car crash, an’ this imposter has taken yer place!  Phleiss will believe we did it to keep the money and the fame – that’s his bag after all, he’ll fall fer it!  The smug bastard will believe he actually succeeded and leave it alone!”

As crazy at it sounded to him, Paul actually found himself considering the possibility.  Before he could give any input, however, John continued, allowing the idea to take on a life of its own, “An’ we’ll not be touring anymore!  We had to do the American tour, it was already scheduled, but we up and quit the road right after.  Folks will wonder why.  We can use that, ya know?  It will look as though we have to stay out of public, lest someone realize yer not really Paul McCartney!”

Nodding his head slowly, Paul entered into the spirit of the plan and added, “We could maybe even change our appearance somewhat.  Throw people off a bit.  Perhaps grow mustaches.  I’ve rather fancied the idea fer a while.” 

“There ya are!” John exclaimed, readily agreeing.  “Oh, the messages we can plant in our songs….the hidden messages?….we can make sure they’re words with meanings we’re sure Phleiss will understand.”

The two quietly looked at each other.  John, in excited anticipation….Paul, in thoughtful consideration.  “It could work,” Paul conceded quietly.

“Of course it can!”

“But John,” Paul began hesitantly, “….it would mean letting others in on the secret.”

The smile was instantly gone from John’s face.  Putting his head in his hands, he stared at the ground and thought to himself, How can I do that?  How can I put everyone’s life at risk?  It will be a slaughter!  No.  No, there must be another way! 
“We can’t pull it off, just us two, Paul.  We’d need the help of at least George and Ritchie, and certainly, George Martin, but I just can’t do that….I can’t put even more of ya in danger.”  John explained, sounding deflated.

As Paul contemplated the problem, he noticed the large white feather on his dresser, and an idea took shape.  Rising from the edge of the bed, he walked over to the dresser and picked up the feather.  Twirling it between his two fingers, he turned toward John, and, with a thoughtful smile, said, “Or…perhaps we need a different sort of help from someone a bit, er…higher up.”  Paul may not have known about Caleb Tripp, but John wasn’t the only with a secret ally.
“Higher up?  What d’yer mean, Paul?  How high up?  Ya mean Lockwood or sommat?” John asked.

Paul grinned.  “How high up?  ‘bout as high up as it gets, mate!”

Perplexed, John looked from Paul to the unusually large feather and back again.  Remembering what Nathaniel had told him about Michael, he shook his head in disbelief.  As understanding dawned on him, he looked at Paul utterly stunned.  Pointing to feather his friend held, John asked slowly, “Paul….does that…thing…belong to this…someone…whose a ‘bit higher up?’”

Paul’s grin widened.  “Why, yes, yes, John, it does!”

As his predecessor was often wont to do, Christian Spencer stood at the window in Quinn’s office and looked down on the city spread before him.  No, it’s my office now!
A tap at his door interrupted his reverie.  “Come in,” he called.

An attractive young woman entered and said, “Pardon the interruption, Mr. Spencer, but I thought you’d like to know that I’ve spoken with the maintenance department and they shall have the contents of your office moved here by the end of the day.”
“Thank you, Miss Petitt,” Spencer replied graciously.

“Er…is there anything I can assist you with, sir?  I can help you clear away Dr. Quinn’s things --”

“That won’t be necessary, Miss Petitt, but thank you.  That will be all,” he cut her off with a tight-lipped smile.

“I see….very well, sir,” the girl replied, obviously disappointed.  She turned and went out the door, closing it softly behind her.

Spencer ginned maliciously.  Bitch!  She couldn’t be bothered giving me the time of day when I was Quinn’s secretary.  Even when I was promoted, the cow still behaved as though she was better than me!  Now look at her, groveling to be near me.  As though I’d take an interest in her now!  It’s all of them, really.  The ones who looked upon me with contempt, believing the only talent I had to offer Tavistock was my uncle’s name!  Well, that’s all changed now, hasn’t it?  And it’s well they know it!  One word from me, and I can have their jobs….any one of them!  So, this morning it was, “Good morning, Mister Spencer,”  “Is there anything you need, Mister Spencer?”  “My condolences, Mister Spencer”….bloody sycophants and opportunists, the lot of them!  Bah, I can’t be bothered with such insignificant matters!  As of this morning, I am one of the most powerful men in Great Britain…in the world, really!  Even more powerful than Uncle John….imagine that….
Another tap at the door brought a halt to his tirade.  “Enter!”

With a great deal of clamouring, two men in work coveralls struggled to maneuver a tall file cabinet, precariously balanced on a hand cart, through the narrow doorway.  “This is the first of the furnishings you asked to have us move in here, Mr. Spencer.  Where would you like it, sir?”

Spencer contemplated the layout of the office.  Quinn had kept the original furniture from the early fifties, when the office was first established.  To Spencer’s eye, it was terribly bulky and outdated.  In resignation, he ordered, “Just put it in that corner for now, will you, Charlie?  I’ll be getting rid of all this junk within the month anyway and having the office renovated.”
“Yes, sir,” Charlie replied as he and his co-worker set about moving the cabinet where Spencer indicated.

Back at the window, Christian asked, “Charlie, I’m going to want to have this window enlarged.  I’d like to be able to look out from my desk and brighten up the room a bit.  Can you see to the arrangements, please?”

“Certainly, Mr. Spencer,” Charlie answered, mopping his brow with his handkerchief.

“And this carpet…,” Spencer wrinkled his nose in offense.  “I’d like it taken out and replaced with something a bit brighter.  You know, on second thought, I believe I’ll simply hire an interior decorator for the job, Charlie.  When I do, I’ll let you know.  I expect I can rely on you to give him your assistance.”

“Of course, sir!”

“Splendid!  Thank you, gentlemen,” Christian said by way of dismissal.  The two men rolled the hand cart out of the office.  When he didn’t hear the door close, Spencer turned around to find the young woman back in his doorway.  Sneering openly, he asked, “Is there something else I can do for you, Miss Petitt?”

Nervously, the girl answered, “Sir, it’s about Branson, sir.  He’s asking after his position, sir.  You know, what with all the changes --”
Spencer openly gave a snort of contempt.  Checking himself then, he replied, “Have our young Mr. Branson report to personnel to see if there is any other department in which he can continue his employ.  If not, assure him he will receive a generous severance and a letter of recommendation….not that the brat deserves one!”

“Y-Yes, sir,” Miss Petitt replied.

“A sound decision, Christian, and quite a fair one as well.  You are already taking to your new responsibilities as a fish to water!”  Startled, the girl jumped at the soft, accented voice behind her, but Spencer merely smiled and came around the desk, his hand extended.  

“Dr. Phleiss, it’s very good to see you, sir!” he greeted the old man enthusiastically as they shook hands.  Turning to the young woman, Spencer instructed, “Miss Petitt, please see that Dr. Phleiss and I are not disturbed for any reason.”

“Certainly, Mr. Spencer,” she replied quickly, only too glad to be away from the strange old man she’d so frequently seen in the halls of Tavistock.

“Please, Dr. Phleiss, have a seat.  Make yourself comfortable,” Christian said inviting his visitor to sit in the small alcove where he and Quinn sat only a few nights before.
“Thank you, Christian, you are very gracious,” Phleiss responded, taking a seat.

“Not at all, sir!” Spencer replied.  Then, leaning forward, he grinned coyly and said, “I’ve been expecting you.”
