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Chapter Fifty-Five
January 31, 1968

SAIGON  (AP)- The American command in Vietnam has reported over 5,000 people dead after two days intensive fighting. South Vietnamese President Nguyen Van Thieu has been forced to declare martial law as communist forces, under General Vo Nguyen Giap, have kept up sustained assaults on several fronts - from Saigon in the south to Hue in the north. Authorities in the North Vietnamese capital Hanoi, described it as, "a more powerful and more continuous offensive" than ever before. White House intelligence in Washington anticipated attacks over the Tet holiday to celebrate the lunar new year, but they were surprised by their intensity.Communications are in chaos and commercial flights from the airport have been cancelled. North Vietnamese - Vietminh - troops have reinforced their siege of Khe Sanh, near the demilitarized zone. Some commentators expect the so-called Tet Offensive will shatter the American resolve and have a similar effect on the US to that on the French after the North Vietnamese victory at Dien Bien Phu in 1954 - which contributed to the Geneva Agreements later that year. The Hanoi government has offered talks and a seven-day truce if the US stops its aerial bombardments. Documents captured by the Americans show the Vietminh troops have been promised an end to the war by February. 
February 20, 1968
RISHIKESH (Reuters) - In the Himalayan foothills above Rishikesh, the Hindu place of pilgrimage, John Lennon and George Harrison, here on a course of instant mysticism, are being "fed high-level philosophy in simple words " in an atmosphere of coloured bunting, taped Indian music, and man-made meditation caves. Ringo Starr and Paul McCartney were due to arrive here today to join their colleagues and the 70 or more Americans, Britons, and Europeans at the spiritual retreat overlooking the Ganges and situated in one of the most sacred areas of Hindu mythology. The Beatles, Mia Farrow and other meditators less prominent will spend the next three months learning the finer points under their guru, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, President of the Academy of Transcendental Medi- tation. The course, the guru says, is designed exclusively for foreigners. Within three months he promises to turn Harrison, Lennon, McCartney and Starr into fully qualified teachers or semi-gurus of Hindu meditation. While the sadhus (holy men) and professional hippies inhabiting the temples below the academy are slightly skeptical about the Maharishi's wonder course, the guru is confident that the Beatles will return to Britain as Hindu sages-with diplomas to prove it.
“Here John, got another one fer ya,” Mal called out as he approached, the tell-tale blue air mail envelope waving in his hand.

“Keep yer fuckin’ voice down, will ya?” John seethed. Nervously, he looked around, sighing in relief when he spotted Cynthia several yards away, deeply engrossed in a conversation with Pattie and Mia.  Why am I hiding this from her anyway? It’s not as though I’m doing anything wrong!
Plopping down on the blanket across from the chief Beatle, Mal murmured an insincere, “Sorry, la!”

Grunting in acknowledgement, John poised his cigarette in the corner of his mouth and leaned across the guitar in his lap to take the envelope.  Tellingly, there was no hint as to the sender beyond the familiar UK postal markings, but John knew who had sent it….the same person had been sending him similar “messages” since he’d arrived in India several weeks before.  Giving another needless glance back at his wife, he tore open the thin paper, fumbling to catch the small white card as it floated gracefully to the ground.  Retrieving it, he read the message written in plain black block letters:  “John Lennon as a Young Cloud.”  The Beatle smiled at the thought, and, upon noticing this, Mal found himself wondering – not for the first time - what was really going on between his old friend and the strange Japanese artist who’d insinuated herself into his life. His curiosity piqued, he ventured to ask, “Good news, is it?”

Looking up from the card, John’s expression seemed to convey that he’d just remembered Mal was still there.  “Er, no….not especially….you know….,” he replied uneasily, quickly sliding the card back into its envelope and the envelope into the guitar case beside him.  As comfortable as the light cotton Indian clothing was, he mentally cursed the fact that they had no pockets whatsoever.  

Sensing John’s embarrassment, Mal changed the subject.  With a nod toward the guitar, he asked, “Yer working on another one, are ya?”

Shrugging, John gave a small laugh and answered with uncharacteristic modesty, “I’ve started several, but haven’t finished even one of ‘em yet!”

Laying back on the blanket with his arms folded beneath his head, Mal closed his eyes and assured him, “You will, mate….when yer ready, you will.”

“I don’t know, Mal.”

The defeat in John’s tone made Mal literally sit up and take notice.  “What d’yer mean?”

John looked off in the distance toward the Himalayas.  Softly – almost sadly – he asked, “Do ya ever get the feeling it’s all….well, sort of…coming to an end?”

Mal almost laughed at the incredulity of the question.  Granted “Penny Lane” and its   flip-side, “Strawberry Fields Forever,” didn’t make number one in the UK and only spent a week in that slot in the US, but the group had more than compensated.  No, the Beatles were far from over.  Tentatively, he asked, “Brian, ya mean?”

John looked down and nodded.  “Aye, him…and more.”  For some odd reason, Yoko came to mind then, though he was hard-pressed to say just why.

“Ah, John, ya need this holiday. You’ve been through a lot in a short time….you all have.  I’ve no doubt that Brian’s passing has left you feeling a tad lost, but yer finding yer way.  Look at what you’ve already done….and all on yer own as well!  Why, you’ve made a movie --”

“That folks hated!” John laughed.

“‘How I Won the War,’ not ‘Magical Mystery Tour,’” Mal corrected with a grin, quickly adding, “…and not even ‘Mystery Tour’ was such a bad film.  Sure, folks would have liked it better had it been shown in colour, as it was s’posed to have been!”

“Ach, it just would’ve been crap in colour then instead of crap in black and white!”

Ignoring the remark, Mal continued, “….and yer starting yer own record label….fuckin’ hell, son, yer starting yer own bleedin’ business, John….you and the lads!  It’s not ending, mate.  If anything, it’s all a new beginning!”

“A new beginning, eh?” John smiled wryly.  “You’ve been meditating too much, son!”

Leaning in, Mal whispered conspiratorially, “I haven’t been fuckin’ meditating at all!  Every time I try, I keep nodding off! Don’t know how I do what with havin’ to sit in that soddin’ chair the entire time coz me legs can’t knot all up like yer’s do, but somehow I manage to keep slippin’ off to sleep!  Don’t let on to George, though!” The two men laughed.

Rising from the ground, his joints popping in protest, Mal stood and looked down at John, turning serious.  “Really mate, don’t think about it….don’t think about anything.  Just relax and enjoy the peace and quiet.  If all this TM stuff helps, all the better, but even if it amounts to nothing, just make the most of the holiday. Right?”

“Right,” John conceded softly.  “Thanks, Mal.”

“No worries!” the minder grinned.  “That’s what I’m here for!”

“Ah, so that’s what we pay ya fer, is it?” John teased in response.

Mal laughed amiably before turning and walking away.  John watched him go, a sad half-smile still lingering.

Standing across the compound, Alec waited until he saw Mal walk off before heading towards where John sat under the shade of the tree.

Peripherally spotting the psychic walking his way, John hoisted the guitar from his lap and into its case.  As Alec approached, John greeted him, “Ya didn’t tell me we were all going off to holiday camp, mate!”

Alec gave a short laugh.  “True, I suppose this isn’t quite the sort of accommodations you’re used to.”  Lowering himself to the ground where Mal had sat only moments before, he signaled to John to give him a cigarette as he said, “Still, there’s neither press nor fans to disturb you here.”
Handing over a cigarette, John politely held his lighter out for Alec to light off of as well.  “How the hell d’yer reckon they do it, Alec?”

“Do what?” Alec asked as he inhaled the smoke.

“Things like this,” John replied with a small wave around him.  “I mean, getting us all here fer months at a time….and George, of all people, being the one pushing us to come here….to do this.  How d’yer reckon the Fraternity does it?”

“Oh, well, that’s easy….they’re working together with Tavistock,” Alec replied derisively.  “How can they fail?”  

John glanced sharply at the psychic, but, seeing the other’s smile, broke into one of his own, “Yer a right riot, son!”

“Ah, well….I can’t say that I wouldn’t feel a bit of paranoia myself if I were in your place.  Still, I do hope your talk with the Maharishi means you’ve given up that silly notion.”
John nodded absently.  “Yeah, it did.  I s’pose you were right.”

Something in John’s tone warned Alec that John wasn’t being entirely honest, but he had more pressing matters to discuss, so he let it go for the time.  “Well, having you here, free from any distractions, will allow us time to get our bearings.”

John’s demeanor immediately turned suspicious.   “What d’yer mean, Alec?  What do we have to get our bearings for exactly?”

“As much as the Maharishi and his ashram have to offer, you know that’s not why we’re really here,” he answered sternly.

John huffed in irritation.  “Y’know, ya could give it a bit of rest!  I know why we’re here.  I haven’t forgotten, but Christ, I’m tired of thinking about it!”

“I know, John,” Alec replied sympathetically.  “….but you know the way Phleiss plays.  You know something’s coming, and you know that something is going to be big.”

“Coz it was Brian, y’mean,” John stated despondently.

“Precisely.”

After a moment’s silence, John exclaimed emotionally, “I still don’t get it!  Did Brian have the fuckin’ scarab the entire time?”

“It does no good to speculate on that now,” Alec countered logically.  “What possible difference can it make?”

Ignoring the chastisement, John continued.  “Paul reckons Brian must’ve found it in the Aston Martin following the crash --” 
“Paul knows?” Alec asked, clearly displeased.

Nodding, John continued, “He still swears it came flying at his face when the car went out of control.  If that’s true, then it’s possible Brian could have picked it up when he went out to get Paul’s things from the wreck and that he’d had it since then...but why the hell was he holding it when he passed?”

“John --”

“It was clutched in his hand, Peter said….and his hand was laying on his chest.  Over his heart, Alec!  Just like it’s…it’s…s’posed to be.”  At last, John ran out of words and resigned himself to silence once more.  You and the scarab are one. Pulling absently at the weeds beside him, he tried to hold back the tears of grief and guilt.

Reaching out, Alec gently laid a hand on the other’s shoulder.  “He was your manager, your mentor, and your friend.  The fact that he held the scarab tells you that, intentionally or not, he was a tribute.  You know what comes next, John.  That’s what we have to prepare for.  If Caleb is right and this is all somehow ultimately wrapped up with the events in Vietnam, then Phleiss is already making his move.”

“D’yer really reckon that business that started a couple of weeks ago is Phleiss’ work?”

“The Tet Offensive?  No doubt about it.”

“So the jammy fucker is playing the Communists’ side then?”

“John, Phleiss doesn’t care who wins!  South or North, US or USSR, the West or the Communists….haven’t you gotten that yet?  It’s him against humanity, John.  That’s the only ‘war’ that interests him!”

Looking away, John slowly shook his head.  “Jesus!  I still can’t fathom all this!” he exclaimed in a near-whisper.
Hesitantly, Alec told him, “Well, I need you to hang on, because there’s more.” 

“More?” The look of suspicion reappeared.

Clearing his throat, Alec then explained, “I had a word with Caleb and Sam about your…concerns.”

“What concerns?” John shot back.

“Your uneasiness with the Fraternity --”

“Christ!  Ya went and told ‘em what I said?” John shouted, drawing the attention of those sitting nearby.

“Shhh….John, please!  You must stay calm, and you must listen to me very closely.  I had to tell them.  Not only to alleviate your worries concerning their authenticity, but to persuade them to tell you something I felt they should have told you from the start.”

John’s mouth went dry.  “There’s something I don’t know?”

Apprehensively, Alec answered, “I’m afraid so….yes.”

John said nothing for several seconds, but Alec noticed the slight tremor in his hand when he lifted his cigarette to his lips.  Finally, he heard John murmur something, but so softly, he missed what it was.
“Sorry?” 

John peered at Alec over the top of his NHS eyeglasses.  “I said….tell me.”

Alec hesitated.  Right.  I must tell him now.  After all, I’ve already raised the issue, and I’ve always felt Caleb and Sam - and Nathaniel, for that matter – they were wrong not telling him.  He has a right to know!  Even if this makes them furious….even if they rescind the invitation….I must tell him. It’s only right.  With less conviction than he would have liked to feel, he said, “There’s a prophecy, John.  A prophecy that dates back a century.  It’s believed to have been written by the same individual who drafted the astronomical map --”

“The map that shows the sky as it was s’posed to have been when Jesus was born?”

“And that reflects the same astronomical conjunctions that are coming together now. Yes, the same map. This prophecy, John….the Fraternity believes it’s primarily about you – you and the others.”

“The others?”

“The Beatles.”

“But why?  That’s daft!  I mean, what are we?  A rock and roll band, that’s what!  What do we – or I – have to do with wars and religion….”  Seeing Alec slowly shaking his head, John demanded angrily, “What?  What is it?”
“It’s not just the Fraternity that believes it’s about you, John, it’s Tavistock as well.  Or do you really think Phleiss just happened to run into you all those years ago in Hamburg?  John, you boys are changing the world in more ways than I think you realize! You think it’s only about your music, but it’s so much more!  I don’t think you fully appreciate the sort of influence and power you wield!  The Beatles aren’t merely some ‘rock and roll band’!  Why else do you think Phliess and Tavistock have targeted you?  They’re goal has always been to use you and the boys for their own agenda!  They’d have no such interest if the Beatles were simply pop stars…no matter how famous! You know better by now….you must!  After all you’ve been through….after all you’ve seen….you can still deny what you know in your heart to be true?”  

John said nothing for several minutes.  Finally, he answered softly, “No….no, I can’t.”

“Good,” Alec answered gently.  “That’s a start.”

Raising his eyes to meet Alec’s, John asked uneasily, “What does this prophecy say about me?  What’s going to happen?”  

Seeing the fear in his friend’s eyes, Alec was moved to pity the young musician, and his pity tempered his resolve as he nervously stammered, “I-I’ve not seen it myself, mind you.  Not that it would matter if I did since it’s written in Latin, and I don’t read Latin, you see --”

“Alec!” John interrupted in exasperation.

“What?”

“What does it say?”

Alec sighed.  Telling John about the prophecy seemed like the right thing to do, but, now that he had started, he wasn’t so sure.  Will he be strong enough?  Will he break down? Jesus!  Why didn’t I think this through more thoroughly?!   Steeling himself, Alex answered, “It describes how you – you and the Beatles, that is - will lead this generation to…er, do something…rather extraordinary.”
“What?” John asked pointedly.
“Beg pardon?”

“What is this ‘something rather extraordinary’ we’ll lead this generation to do, Alec?  Tell me!  Please!”

Closing his eyes against all doubt and anxiety, Alec replied, “You’re going to lead this generation, John…toward ending the world.”
John stared at Alec impassively.  “We’re going to lead kids to end the world?” he repeated quietly.

“That’s what I’m told, yes.”

“Me?”

“Yes.”

“And the Beatles?”

“That’s right, yes.”

“John!  There you are!”  the young Greek man called out as he walked toward Alec and John, oblivious to the interruption.  Alec cringed inwardly.  There was something about this man he instinctively distrusted. Christ!  Not now, Mardas!
“Alright, Alex?” John asked lightly, prompting Alec to do a double-take.  Did he not understand what I’ve just told him?
“Yeah, yeah, I’m okay,” the Greek answered with a nod of acknowledgement toward Alec.  Lowering his voice, he crouched by John and, completely ignoring the other man, said, “Listen, I was looking for you.  Something’s going on here I think you should know about.”

“Yeah, what’s that?” John asked disinterestedly.

“I told you that Maharishi was shit.  Now he’s shown it,” Alex explained cryptically.  Alec’s head reared back upon hearing this. What’s he going on about now? This bastard’s had it in for the Maharishi from the start….what the hell is he up to?
His interest aroused, John pressed, “What d’yer mean?” 

“Let’s find George first, and I’ll tell you both.”  With a sneer of contempt, he added, “You may want to reconsider staying here when I tell you what I’ve discovered.”   The Greek rose then, but Alec was surprised when John followed suit.  The two started walking away without so much as a word to him.
“John!” he called out in dismay.

Hearing his name, John slowly turned back, and Alec knew instantly that John had indeed understood.  One only had to look in his eyes to know that.

“You’re not leaving now, are you?”  Whether he’d meant leaving the conversation or leaving the ashram, even Alec himself couldn’t say. 

John shifted his gaze from Alec to the mountains in the distance.  Noticing a cloudbank enveloping the peaks, he remembered Yoko’s message:  John Lennon as a Young Cloud. He yearned for the simplicity of being a cloud – a simplicity that humanity can never know.  A simple, soulless cloud.  No needs, no dreams…no nightmares.  Yeah, I’d love to be a cloud.  How could Yoko know that?  Turning his attention back to Alec, he answered forlornly, “What more is there to say, mate?  Sounds like it’s all finished to me.  Cheers!”   Then turning, he walked away, Alex Mardas at his side.
“Mardas is his name.  Alex Mardas…a Greek,” Christian offered confidently.

“And you are quite certain he will successfully lure Lennon away from the Indian?” Phleiss asked doubtfully.

“If anyone can, Dr. Phleiss, Mardas can.  He and John Lennon have become very close…good friends. I understand that Lennon has even taken to calling him ‘Magic Alex’ - he’s that impressed with the Mardas’ talent with electronics.”  Christian explained, adding with a snort of amusement, “Apparently, your Liverpudlian friend is easily impressed!”
Phleiss stood and walked to the large window overlooking the London streets.  “I do not much care for procuring outsiders to accomplish an insider’s job, Christian,” he stated without turning back toward the young man.

“With all due respect, sir, I have every confidence in Mardas’ ability to sway Lennon’s opinion and return him to London quickly.”  Christian replied a bit too arrogantly for Phleiss’ liking.  Then again, especially since his impromptu promotion, Christian Spencer had raised arrogance to an art form.

Turning to face the young supervisor, Quinn mimicked hotly, “With all due respect, Christian, I might point out that Lennon and the others have been in Rishikesh far too long as it is!  In fact, had you seen to your responsibilities more proficiently, they would not have gone there to begin with!”  Suppressing a grin, Phleiss added, “This would not have been an issue under the auspice of your late predecessor!”
The reprimand had smarted, as Phleiss knew well it would.  Christian had come to believe the project had flourished under his supervision far better than it would have under Quinn’s, and the old man lost no opportunity in finding new ways to express his disagreement with that belief.  Now, with the Aquarian Project reaching a critical juncture, Phleiss was becoming an ever-increasing presence in the halls of Tavistock, much to Christian Spencer’s annoyance.   “I apologize profusely if I have disappointed you, Dr. Phleiss,” Spencer began disingenuously.  “I understood the task was merely to see that the guru was discredited so that the Beatles would reject his influence and sever any and all ties to him and his organization. That is precisely what my agent is currently doing.  Starr and McCartney already had plans to return early, and, based on my communication with Mardas, I believe we’ll see Harrison and Lennon following in due course.”
“I see,” Phleiss replied drily, turning back to the window.  “Then there is another situation which I will entrust to your capable charge, Christian.”

Behind the old man’s back, Spencer winced at the sarcasm. “Oh? What would that be, sir?”

“Mrs. Lennon.  Cynthia.  It appears she has joined our friend, Mr. Taylor, in his inquiries into our activities.”

Christian smiled to himself recalling that first day Alistair Taylor had phoned in to Quinn’s office posing as a business acquaintance of Phleiss’.  Spencer’s office had monitored his continuing inquest - sometimes purposely feeding him misinformation; other times, actually finding ways of hijacking his investigation to accomplish their own ends.  In truth, Christian had frequently enjoyed the little game of “cat and mouse” that had ensued since that initial contact.  This was the first time, however, he had heard any mention of Lennon’s wife being involved, and that concerned him. “Surely, this is a recent development, sir?”
Again, Pheiss turned and faced his subordinate squarely. “It is not.  Unfortunately, Christian, Mrs. Lennon is not so easily fooled by your attempts at subterfuge as Mr. Taylor.”

Shit.

“I would, therefore, be more prudent in your dealings with the young woman.  Do not underestimate her intelligence nor her commitment to her family.”
“Her family, sir?”  Phleiss sighed and shook his head in disappointment.  Behind his back, Christian’s hands balled into fists as his jaw locked in frustration.  It’s a viable question, damn it to hell!  Is he trying to bait me?!

“Yes, her family, Christian,” Phleiss spoke slowly, as if to a child.  “Keep mindful that John is her husband and the father of her child.  In other words, he is her family.  Do you understand now?”

“Indeed, sir.”  He tried to keep the anger from his tone, but failed – a failure that didn’t go unnoticed by the other man.  Phleiss said nothing, allowing instead his heavy glare to communicate the warning.  Wisely, Christian lowered his eyes in submission.  “I will see she learns nothing, sir.”

“You will do more that that, my young friend.”

“Sir?

“Cynthia Lennon must be…er, disengaged…from the situation.”

“Permanently, sir?”  

“No, no, nothing quite as severe as that is called for. I believe that not one of the four is free from infidelities, either to wives or girlfriends, our friend John included.  That, along with all the time spent away from home certainly must contribute to creating a certain level of alienation in a marriage, would you not agree?”

Christian saw where Phleiss was heading.  “Most assuredly it does, sir.”
Nodding slowly, Phleiss added, “Perhaps a serious extra-marital affair is in order.”

A small smile tugged at the corner of Christian’s mouth.  “I know exactly how to proceed, Dr. Phleiss,” he stated confidently.

“Splendid!  I will leave you to it then, Christian,” Phleiss replied, bending to retrieve his cane and hat.  “You will keep me apprised of how you are progressing, yes?”

“Most certainly, sir,” Christian answered as he opened the door for the old man.

Phleiss stopped at the threshold and leaned in toward the supervisor, “I need not remind you that time is of the essence.  It is important that any distractions be dealt with swiftly, and Cynthia Lennon is a distraction, Christian.”
“I understand perfectly, Dr. Phleiss.  It will be taken care of quickly, I assure you.”

“Indeed….good evening, Christian.”

“Good evening, sir.”

Christian waited until Phleiss had entered the lift before closing his office door.  Leaning back against it, he allowed the smile to come fully to his face.  Whistling to himself, he walked around his desk and flipped through the cards in his rolodex.  Finding the card he sought, he picked up the telephone’s receiver and started dialing.  The call was answered on the fourth ring --  
“Good evening, Miss Ono, Christian Spencer here….”
