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Chapter Twenty-One [Epilogue]

Cynthia slowly shuffled into the bedroom precariously balancing two teacups, each perched on their matching saucers and filled nearly to the brim.  When she reached John, she leaned down and carefully set one cup on the table beside the chair he sat in. 
“I thought you might like a nice cuppa,” she informed him cheerfully.
John grunted what Cynthia assumed was meant to be his thanks.  With her own cup in hand, she walked over to the bed and sat down on the edge.
Just then, Mal poked his head through the partially opened door.  Noticeably out of breath, he grinned brightly at Cynthia.  “Alright, Cyn?”  Then, glancing across the room, he nodded and added, “John?”
Although the bullets Tim Lightner had fired his way as he made escape that night had fortunately missed hitting him, they did hit several panes of glass in the back door, slicing Mal’s face and ear in three places, requiring a total of fourteen stitches.  For two weeks, the entire left side of Mal’s swollen face had been hidden underneath bandages. He’d only gone without any kind of dressing for the past week or so, and it was hard for the others to see him that way at first, although they soon grew used to it.  The surgeon had assured Mal that the scars remaining would be minimal and, with time, would fade considerably.    
“You certainly seem quite busy this morning!” Cynthia observed amiably.  
“Just gathering and loading the last of the luggage,” he explained.  “When you lot have yours ready, just give a shout, and I’ll haul them downstairs.”
“Well, you can go ahead and take that larger one,” she said, waving toward the big brown suitcase John typically used when on tour.  “I’ve only the one small bag, and I can handle it just fine on my own.  You needn’t bother.”
“It’s no bother, Cyn, really!” Mal protested.
“No, that’s fine, Mal.  You lads already have plenty to do just looking after the boys and Brian.”
Shrugging, he gave in.  “Let me know if you change your mind, yeah?”
Taking a sip from her cup, Cyn merely nodded.
Before he could slip out of the room, John called to him.  “Pass us that cane, will you Mal.”
Cynthia’s brows furrowed in obvious displeasure.  “You’re to stay off the leg, John, the doctor said so!”
“Yes, Cyn, I know he did,” John answered with exaggerated patience.  “…but me arse is sore from sitting in a bleedin’ chair for hours at a time, and I’d like to move about a bit!  If that’s alright with you, that is.”
Knowing John would have his way regardless of what anybody said, Cynthia rolled her eyes.  “Please yourself, John.”
Not wanting to get caught up in a tiff between the Lennon’s, Mal quickly handed the cane to John and left the room, careful not to meet what he was sure would have been a disapproving glare from the missus.
Pushing off from the chair, John rose in noticeable discomfort.  He leaned heavily on the cane as he limped to the nearest window.  Standing to the side, he cautiously pulled the curtain back just far enough to peak out onto the street at the front of the house.  Fans, police, and the press swarmed as far as he could see.  The undulating crowd pushed so close, he couldn’t even see the wrought iron gates that kept them all at bay.  
He wasn’t at all surprised at the resurgence of the crowds.  The events of the past three weeks had served to put the Beatles back on the front pages of virtually every mainstream periodical worldwide, and there had yet to be a day since “that night,” as it came to be enigmatically referred to, that something to do with the incident wasn’t mentioned in the daily newscasts on both radio and television.  The group was alternately pitied as victims of a heinous conspiracy and lauded as heroes for having survived it all.  There was little to no further mention of the sex scandals that had so mesmerized the public in the aftermath of George’s arrest.  Ironically, the Beatles were back to being the darlings of the entertainment industry.
After a few minutes, John lost interest in the crowd.  Dropping the curtain, he turned and limped over to the dresser.  He picked up the pack of cigarettes Cynthia had left there earlier, and, shaking one loose, he lit it before then hobbling across the room to the television.
Although she remained silent, Cynthia grew increasingly nervous watching her injured husband teetering about the room and wished he’d sit down before he ended up falling down.  “You’ve not touched your tea, John,” she tried reminding him.  “You should drink it before it gets cold.”
Having switched the television on, he fussed irritably with the wire “rabbit ears” on top of the set, trying to improve the reception. The smoke curled upwards from where the cigarette hung from the corner of his mouth, stinging his eyes, and making the task even more difficult, and, even though he was loathe to admit it, his leg was throbbing painfully.   
“Did you hear me, John?” Cynthia tried again.  “Your tea --”
Frustrated, he snapped, “Christ, Cyn!  Leave off, will you?”
Sadly used to being the target of his foul moods, Cynthia just sighed and turned her attention to her tea.  
Muttering a string of profanities at the uncooperative appliance, John smacked the sides and top of the television before finally slamming the switch off and returning to his chair.
Once he was settled, he reached over, and, picking up the teacup by its rim, quickly guzzled the drink before practically dropping it back onto its saucer.  For several minutes after, the only sound in the room was the noise from the crowd out front.
“Should I not have come, John?” Cyn asked quietly.
Immediately, he regretted losing his temper.  After all, it wasn’t Cynthia’s presence that had him on edge.  In fact, he was glad she’d come.  The day she’d surprised him at the hospital, he had been lying in the bed, just staring at the ceiling and feeling sorry for himself.  On top of it all, the doctor had decided that morning to start weaning him off the intravenous pain medications, and his leg hurt like hell.  Then suddenly, there she was….his Cyn.  She’d decided to surprise John and flew over with Peter Brown, Brian’s personal assistant.  Until the moment she appeared in the doorway of his hospital room, John hadn’t realized just how uncertain he’d been that he’d even have a wife to return to.  He couldn’t recall the last time he’d felt so happy to see anyone.
Remembering that morning, John leaned forward in his chair for emphasis and answered, “I don’t know how the fuck I would’ve gotten through these past few weeks without you, luv.”
Raising her eyes to meet his, Cynthia regarded him silently and without expression.  He wondered if she was trying to take measure of his honesty, but, after a few moments, she smiled.  
Draining the last of her tea, she rose from the bed and set the empty teacup on the bureau. “It will be good to get home.” 
“For a while there, I thought I might never see home again,” John confessed quietly as he picked at a stray thread on the chair’s upholstery.
Cynthia felt the sting of tears again and quickly looked away before John could see them.  Steeling herself, she forced a smile.  “Julian will be chuffed to see his dad!”
John seemed lost in thought, and Cynthia thought that he might not have heard her until he said, “Jules.  Yeah.  You and Jules.”
Still smiling, she regarded him quizzically. “What about us?”
He kept picking at the thread as he replied, “It’s all I could think about.  You know, when I was lying there.  I thought that was it…and the only thing I could think of was how much I wanted to see you and Julian again.  I tried to remember what the last thing was I’d said to you….if I’d even said goodbye to Julian…given him a kiss.”  Suddenly, he looked up at her.  “Did I?”
The question sounded so desperate, and she knew what he wanted to hear.  The truth was he hadn’t seen his boy for days before he’d left for the tour, and the last thing he’d said to Cynthia was that she shouldn’t be phoning so frequently while he was away – that he’d ring her every two or three days.  Looking into his eyes, though, she couldn’t bear to tell him the truth, but she didn’t want to lie either.  He’d figure that out after a bit, she knew.  Instead, she answered, “I don’t remember, luv…sorry.”
He nodded his head slowly as if that was about the best he knew he could expect.  “I am glad you came,” he said softly.
This time, her smile felt genuine.  “Me too.”  She went and crouched beside his chair.  “I wasn’t certain you’d want me to, but, after…after what happened, I just couldn’t stay away.”
Reaching out, he lovingly ran a hand through her long blonde hair.  “I know I don’t deserve you, and you….you deserve better.  I know what you’ve been through during all this – what I’ve put you through.  I wouldn’t have blamed you a bit had you legged it the way Pattie did.”
It felt like it had been such a long time since John had spoken to her so lovingly.  She felt encouraged to ask, “John, what exactly did happen here?  I’ve heard so many things – some of them just horrible!  It’s hard to know what’s true and what’s not.”
John grew quiet, and Cynthia thought for a moment that he might just answer her, but, suddenly, he seemed to change his mind.  “I will, Cyn.  We’ll talk, but not now, eh?  Not yet.  Just give me a bit of time, okay?”
She felt only slightly disappointed.  After all, she expected he’d try to dodge the question altogether.  She knew he might yet do that, but, for now at least, he was talking to her – really talking – and he was glad she was there.  It was more than she’d gotten from him in a while, and it was enough.
Affectionately, she reached up and cupped his cheek in her hand.  “Alright, John.”



“So, you’re physiotherapy is all arranged for when you return to London,” Peter informed Brian as he packed his friend’s clothes into the open suitcase on the bed.  “You’ll be happy to know they’ll be coming out to Belgravia….you’ll needn’t bother with the hassle of getting into the clinic.  Since that’s all arranged, along with home visits from your physicians, you’ll only need venture out for your x-rays and such.”
When Brian didn’t respond, Peter paused in his task and turned back toward the corner by the window where Brian sat in the wheelchair. “Brian…?” 
“Hmmm?” Brian sounded, lost in thought.  Suddenly realizing he was expected to answer, he rallied and replied, “Yes, that’s fine.  Thank you, Peter, for taking care of that.”
Pleased, Peter resumed his work.  “No thanks necessary. Brian.  I was happy to do it.”  
Brian was not only Peter’s employer, but close friend and confidante.  At times, they’d even been lovers, although something always seemed to get in the way of their relationship.  Usually, it was Brian’s predilection for the young and rough rent boys.  One’s heart can only be broken so many times, so Peter resigned himself to being Brian’s friend.  When he learned of the attack, however, he hopped the first flight to L.A. and stayed at Brian’s bedside almost continually during his hospitalization.  
Brian had come perilously close to death that night.  The bullet had just nicked his small intestine, but just enough to leak toxins into his bloodstream causing a sepsis that the surgeons weren’t certain they could remedy.  However, they pumped Brian full with antibiotics, and, by the third day, he was beginning to show signs of improvement.  It was a full week later, though, before the doctors would confirm that Brian was out of the woods – that he would make it.  When Brian was released from the hospital, Peter returned to London for two days to see to business Brian only trusted him to oversee.  As soon as things were taken care of there, however, Peter was right back on a flight westward with Cynthia Lennon in tow.
“Shall I pack all of your neckties or would you like me to leave one or two to pack in your flight bag?” Peter asked.
“You can pack them all,” Brian replied dispassionately.
The two lapsed into silence.  Peter busily saw to the business of packing Brian’s things, and Brian, sitting in the wheelchair at the window overlooking the pool and patio, slipped back into his reverie.  
“It’s raining,” Brian murmured.
“Sorry?” Peter paused again and asked, holding the shirt he’d just removed from the closet. “Did you say something?”
Brian sighed apathetically.  “I said….it’s raining.”
Smiling indulgently, Peter removed the shirt from its hanger and, folding it, he placed it in the case.  “Yes, well, it’s known to happen from time to time, isn’t it?”
“Not in L.A. it isn’t.  That’s what people say anyway.”
“There you are then, Brian, you’ve caught the cheeky bastards out!” Peter joked.  “Clearly it does rain in L.A.”  He glanced back to see if he’d managed to get his old friend to even crack a smile, but Brian was already back to staring pensively out the window.  Feeling his own good humor starting to deteriorate, Peter started to pack more quickly.
After another few minutes of silence, Brian asked, “Who was that at the door?”
This time, Peter kept working.  “Hmmm?  What do you mean?  I didn’t hear the doorbell.”
“No, no,” Brian snapped irritably.  “While you were downstairs.”
Knowing he’d been with Brian for at least twenty minutes or so, Peter had to think.  “Oh!  Oh yes.  That was Derek dropping by.”
“What does he want?”  Brian asked snidely.
“I believe he only wanted to say goodbye to the lads, Brian.”  Peter hoped his answer would suffice to placate the manager.  He knew that Brian continued to harbor a deep-seated resentment against the group’s former press officer.  It was just that way with Brian, Peter knew.  He was irrationally jealous of anyone who got too close to “his boys.”  
“And is he still here?”
“I believe so, yes.”
“Bloody typical,” Brian spat.
“As I understand it, Brian, Derek was one of the few people who continued to support and visit the boys following George’s arrest.  It’s rare to have such a loyal friend in show business.”
“No, he wants something,” Brian countered.
Snapping the suitcase shut, Peter reached over to the bedside table for the key to the locks.  Securing the suitcase, he walked over and handed the key to Brian.  “What on earth could he possibly want, Brian?”
Lacking any sensible answer, Brian huffed.  “I’ve no idea, I’m sure, but…something.”
“Well, he has his job here in California with the Byrds, Beach Boys, and that lot and, as far as I can make out, he’s not looking to give it up.”
Annoyed, Brian just waved dismissively.
Just as pleased to change the subject, Peter asked, “Shall I pack up your toiletries, or will you have need of anything before our flight this evening?”
“No, it can all be packed away.”
Peter grabbed the flight bag from the closet and headed into the adjoining bathroom to see to the task.
Left on his own, Brian went back to staring out the window…back to musing about the one issue that had occupied his thoughts almost obsessively since the night of the attack….Will George really quit the Beatles?
A feeling of dread overwhelmed him.  If George quit the Beatles, Brian knew, the Beatles would cease to exist.  The group needed each of the four.  Not one of them could be replaced – the tour of the summer of ’64 had taught Brian that.  The intention had been good – Ringo was ill, a tour was scheduled.  Would the European, Asian, and Australian fans rather see three Beatles and no Ringo or no Beatles at all?  He’d decided the former, even against the vehement objections of George, and it had been a mistake.  For the time Jimmy Nicol filled in for Ringo, they weren’t “the Beatles” – not properly anyway.  
No, if George quit, the group would be over.  However, since that horrible night, George hadn’t raised the issue.  In fairness, no one else was raising the issue of any future tours and recordings, either, and it was painfully obvious that the other boys were going out of their way to avoid the topic altogether.  Eventually, though, the question would have to be asked, and, as Brian knew well, he’d have to be the one to ask it.
But I don’t want to know, Brian thought.  Who am I without the boys?  None of my other acts come close to being as important as the Beatles, not even my Cilla.  No, without them, I’m nothing.  He closed his eyes against the pain of the idea.  It just didn’t bear thinking about.  If the Beatles were through…so was he.
Just then, Peter came out of the bathroom, the packed flight bag in hand.  In his other hand, he held a prescription bottle of the morphine Brian had been prescribed for pain.  “Right, Brian, you’re all packed,” Peter said, dropping the flight bag next to the suitcase near the doorway.  “I found this on the sink.  I didn’t know if you wanted it packed or not.  There’s still quite a number of pills left.”
Brian was about to tell Peter that he hadn’t needed to take the morphine in about a week.  He was about to tell Peter that he found that four aspirin adequately addressed any flare-ups he might have.  Then, he remembered that the Beatles might not exist any longer, and he reached out for the bottle.  “No, I’ll hang on to them.”
Peter handed him the bottle, and Brian slipped it into his trouser pocket.  “Thank you, Peter.”
The assistant nodded his acknowledgement.  “Is there anything else you need?”
Yes…I need my boys.  Brian turned and gazed out the window.  “No,” he answered softly.  “We’re finished.”


“The thing is, George, it’s not just about you, is it?  It affects me and Ringo as well as you and John.”
George glared wordlessly at his oldest friend and bandmate, while Ringo nervously tapped a rhythm with his fingers against the arm of the chair he was sitting in.
For his part. Derek shifted uncomfortably, wishing he was anywhere but there, witnessing the confrontation.  He’d enjoyed a casual dinner with Paul, George, and Ringo, talking about the old days when Derek was part of their entourage, and discussing his new venture doing PR for numerous well-known L.A.-based groups.  He didn’t realize the can of worms he was opening when he’d innocently asked the three if they were still to start their UK tour in December.
“Listen, George,” Ringo began, “What Paul’s saying is that, while we understand why you’re pissed with John, this decision doesn’t just free you and possibly punish John, it hurts us as well.  We’re not asking you and John to kiss and make up --”
“But you were so bloody worried for him when he was shot!” Paul interrupted, growing increasingly agitated.  “Now you’re back to being mardy over it all!”
“Mardy?”  George repeated in disbelief.  
Exasperated, Ringo said, “Paul, you’re not helping!”
Throwing his hands up in resignation, Paul plopped back in his chair, and started nervously chewing on his nail.
Calmly, Ringo continued, “We’re not asking you to decide to stay --”
“Aren’t we?” Paul interrupted a second time.
This time, he earned a stern glare from Ringo.  “No, we’re not.” The drummer corrected pointedly.  Turning back to George, he said, “We’re just asking that you think on it more….that’s all.”
Pinching the bridge of his nose, George sighed.  “I’ll think about it, alright?”
“Right then,” Paul replied shortly.
Ringo smiled. “Ta, George.” 
Clearing his throat to get their attention, Derek stood.  “Well fellas, I really should be going.”
The other’s stood as well.  “You’re sure you don’t fancy another drink?” Ringo offered.
“No, no,” Derek politely declined.  “I should be at my office already, but I wanted to make sure I saw you before you left tonight.”
“We’re glad you did,” Paul said, extending his hand for the other man to shake.
“Please tell John I’m sorry I missed him.”
“Yeah, Cynthia said his leg was acting up,” Ringo offered by way of explanation.  “I’d wager those pills knocked him out.  I expected him to be awake a while ago.”
“No worries,” Derek said.  “Just tell both Cynthia and John I wish them a good flight home.  I’ll try to see him next time I’m in London.”
Ringo shook hands with their former press officer.  “We’ll do that, Derek.”
Derek looked to George, but George spoke before he could say anything.  “I’ll see you out.”
“Okay….safe home, lads,” Derek said as he headed toward the foyer, followed closely by George.
Remaining behind in the sitting room, Ringo and Paul called out their good-byes.
Just as Derek reached for the knob on the front door, George asked, “Do you reckon I’m just over-reacting as well, Derek?”
“It’s not for me to say, George.”  The last thing Derek wanted was to take sides, though, admittedly, he’d always had a closer relationship with the youngest Beatle.  “You have to do what you think is right.”
“See, that’s the thing, though,” George began.  “How can I possibly be expected to go back and behave as though nothing has happened?”
Hesitantly, Derek answered, “I’m not certain that’s what their asking of you, though.”
George’s brows rose in surprise.  “Aren’t they?”
“I don’t think so.  Listen, what John did to you was reprehensible.  Everyone is agreed on that, including John himself.  But really, George, do you honestly believe for a moment that John anticipated any of this happening?  That he would have gone through with it had he known what the consequences would have been?  How much it would hurt you?”
George bit the inside of his cheek as he paused in thought.  “No.  No, I don’t.”
“I don’t know all of you well, but, after the time I’ve spent with you boys, I do know this – you love each other.  You couldn’t love each other any more if you were brothers.  If, by quitting your intention is to hurt John – to make him feel guilty – then I’ll say this to you….I don’t believe you could do anything to make him feel worse than he already does.”
George regarded him silently for a few moments.  “Do you really believe that?”
“I do, George.”
Studying the floor for a moment, George slowly nodded.  “Right.  Thanks, Derek.”
Derek extended his hand.  “Take care of yourself, George, and good luck, whatever you decide to do.”
Shaking his hand, George said, “Cheers, Derek.” Reaching around, he opened the door for his friend, rolling his eyes good-naturedly at the uproar from the crowd at the gates.
Derek grinned, “I’d say the Beatles are back in good stead!”  With that, he slipped out the door, and headed for his car in the driveway.
Amidst the shouts and screams, George could discern his name being shouted.  Giving a wave to the crowd, he then closed and locked the door.  Standing in the foyer on his own, he mulled over what he wanted to do.  Then, decided, he made his way up the stairs to see John and make whatever peace there was to be made with his friend.  


Captain Guest had just hung up the phone when there was a knock at his door.  “Come in,” he called out gruffly.
When he saw who it was, his countenance relaxed considerably.  “Oh, Jack….it’s you!  Close the door, come on in, and have a seat.”  Opening the bottom drawer, he withdrew the bottle of scotch and poured a measure into the two glasses he always kept with the bottle.  Holding one out to Jack, he said, “Here you go, wet your whistle.”
Leaning forward, Jack took the glass.  “Thanks, Bill.”
“Here’s mud in your eye!” Bill toasted, and the two downed their glasses.  Jack set his glass on Bill’s desk, and the captain poured a second for them both before capping the bottle and returning it to the drawer.  Leaning back in his chair, Bill asked with concern, “How are you holding up, Jack?”
Jack sipped from his glass, and shrugging, said, “I’m okay….did what I had to, you know.”
“That, you did.  Still, he was your partner.  That’s gotta be tough.”
Looking into his glass, Jack nodded slowly.  “It was,” he said quietly.  “But he left me no choice.”
“Yeah. Still, I’m sorry, Jack.  With only a couple of years ‘til retirement, you shouldn’t have to deal with things like this.”
“Shouldn’t have to deal with things like this, period.”
“True enough, but this is L.A.  ‘Things like that’ happen here…a lot.”
“Too much,” Jack agreed morosely.
“So, what have you learned?” 
“We spoke with Yuri Soros and Elaine Royce – the two we arrested for the false imprisonment and assault of Starr and McCartney at Justine’s? – and, once they knew they could both be charged as accomplices to murder, they were very forthcoming.  In short, they explained that the modus operandi of this Anton LaVey is primarily blackmail and intimidation.  He targets those with power and influence.”
“Why haven’t we arrested him?”
Jack shrugged.  “We can’t.  No concrete evidence of his involvement exists.  It’s all hearsay.”
Bill swirled the scotch in his glass.  “Shit,” he swore softly.  
Jack continued, “What’s more, if there’s nothing to blackmail his intended victim about, he’ll provide something.”
“Sounds like what happened to George Harrison.”
“Exactly.  From what Soros and Royce say, Rachel Cohen was sent to the house on Benedict Canyon specifically to rope in one of the Beatles.”
“She did a good job,” Bill observed grimly.
“Indeed, she did, but apparently, she deviated from her instructions and returned to LA ahead of schedule.  LaVey was concerned that she was going to the cops in the hopes of turning state’s evidence in return for immunity.”
“So he called out a hit,” Bill finished.
“Precisely.”
The captain tapped the rim of his glass thoughtfully before asking, “How did Lightner come to be involved with this group, Jack?”
“That’s hard to pinpoint, but it appears he was introduced to some members while he was in college.”
“So, he could’ve been part of this so-called ‘church’ the entire time he was on the force?”
“It’s possible, I guess,” Jack answered. “Hell, maybe it’s even likely, I don’t know.”
After an extended silence, Bill slowly shook his head.  “How the fuck are these people allowed to do what they do and we can’t touch them?  They call themselves a church, but openly admit that they’re Satanists.”
“First Amendment, Bill – freedom of religion,” Jack answered, raising his glass in a mock-toast.  “God bless America!”
“But, as you yourself pointed out, this guy LaVey is all about amassing power and influence.  How is it that his organization came to be viewed as a legitimate religion here in California? We have statutes…criteria!”
Jack smiled grimy.  “They have a charter.”
Taken back, Bill asked in disbelief, “LaVey’s church has a charter in the state of California?” 
Jack drained the remainder of his scotch, leaving the glass on the desk.  “Yep…and it’s signed by our new governor.”
Bill stared at Jack in shock.  “The Church of Satan was granted a state charter by Ronald Reagan?”


Rising from a long nap – even by his standards - John swung his legs over the side of the bed.  The movement sent shooting pains radiating through his injured leg.  Gritting his teeth to keep from crying out, he then used his elbows to push his upper body off the bed until he was able to grab the side of the table to pull himself the rest of the way up.  Finally, he was sitting up, though it had cost him dearly.  He waited for the waves of pain to subside a bit before reaching for the cigarettes and lighter on the bedside table.  Wiping the sweat from his forehead, he lit a cigarette, inhaling deeply, only then noticing how badly his hands were shaking from the exertion of rising from the bed.  Just as he expelled the smoke, he heard a soft knock at the bedroom door.  Quickly, he uncapped the bottle of Percodan he kept on the bedside table with a glass of water.  Popping three, he washed the pills down with only a mouthful of water.  It would take at least fifteen minutes before the effects of the pain medication worked their magic.  Recapping the bottle, he set it back where it was.  “Yeah?” he called out.
On the other side, George partially opened the door, and, poking his head through, peered around the room. “Is Cyn here?” he asked.
“No,” John answered without turning to face him.  “Should I be worried about you two?”
Slipping into the room, George closed the door behind him and walked over to sit in the chair opposite of where John at the edge of the bed.  “I just wanted to talk to you alone,” George explained.
Taking a drag from the cigarette, John raised his brows and asked jokingly, “Should I be worried about myself?”  Patting his injured leg, he added, “I can’t run too quickly.  Really, I can’t run at all, so you can catch me rather easily for a proper arse-kicking, but I should warn you, despite my bad leg, I am armed!”  With a playful grin, he started flailing his arms about, mimicking exaggerated karate chops.
George, however, was not in the mood for joking.  “John….shut it!”
Immediately, John went straight-faced and quipped.  “Oh. It’s to be one of those conversations then, is it?”
George bolted up from the chair angrily. “Can you take nothing seriously, John?” he shouted.
In silence, John stared at George blankly.  This what it.  Any grace period his injury allowed him apparently had expired, and the confrontation he’d been dreading was due.  There was unfinished business between the two, and John wasn’t particularly surprised – except for the fact that that George had taken this long to around to it.
“Certainly, George,” John answered with forced composure.  “For instance, I take being shot and almost killed quite seriously.  I take the possibility of never seeing my wife and son again seriously.  Oh, and let’s not forget having to helplessly just watch while my friend was shot and lay dying, not knowing if you’d be next…or Paul or Ringo or Mal or Neil….I take all of that seriously as well.  Shall I continue?”
His ire somewhat deflated, George answered, “No…no, you’re right.  You’ve suffered as well.”
John nodded. “Yeah, I have, but do you know what the worst bit is?”
“What?”
“It’s knowing it’s my fault.”  Seeing that George was about to interrupt, John quickly amended the statement.  “...or at least it’s partly my fault.  Mind you, that’s all after you’d been arrested and been to prison….after you were facing imprisonment for years and years and possibly even facing execution.  I take it all seriously, George.”  
George remained silent, so John continued, “Listen, I’ve said I’m sorry, and I’ll say it again, if it matters.  Fuck, I’ll say it every day for the rest of my life, but even I know that won’t begin to make up for what I did to you.  Christ, George!  You know me!  I joke about it because I can’t face the horror of what I’ve done!”
George walked back across the room and took a seat in the chair again.  Taking a cigarette from John’s pack, he lit it.  “I told you that night that I forgave you, and I do, but forgiving and forgetting are two different things, John.  I’ll never forget how you and Rachel betrayed me --”
“Don’t even mention me in the same sentence as the scheming bitch!” John spat angrily.
“Let me remind you, John, that that ‘scheming bitch’ is now dead.  Whatever she was about, it cost her her life, and nothing was worth that.”
Properly chastened, John admitted grudgingly, “Yeah, perhaps.”  Sighing, John got to the heart of the matter.  “So, where does that leave us?  Are you still quitting us?”
Although the question was asked casually, as though John had no investment in the answer, George saw through the façade.  The answer, he knew, mattered plenty to John.  It was funny how John revealed his vulnerability the most when he was trying his hardest to keep it hidden.  It had been that way ever since George could remember.  
“Paul and Ringo have practically begged me to reconsider,” George told him.
“And will you?”
“Here’s the thing….I’ll show up at the studio, and I’ll do the tour.  Beyond that, I’m promising nothing.  I’m willing to see how it goes.”
George could almost see the tension leave John’s body as his shoulders relaxed and his expression lightened.  “Glad to hear it, Georgie,” John said quietly.
Quickly and emphatically, George added, “Things have changed though, John, make no mistake about that.”
“What do you mean?  Changed how?”
“I’m not a kid anymore, and I won’t stand to be treated as one, especially by you.  I’ve more than earned my place in this band, John.  Still, there’s a lot to put up with, you know?  The mania, the press, the hectic schedules and the danger we’re put in every time we step out.  There will be times when it will get on my nerves, just as it is for all of us.  That’s not me being ungrateful or moody.  It’s bloody human!  And there’s no one, not you or anyone else, who has a right to try to make me snap out of it.  You say that you used Rachel to try to make me appreciate being a Beatle.  You failed, but the truly sad thing is, I would have gotten over it on my own.  None of this need have happened, John.  None of it.  Whether you were doing it for a lark or trying to teach me a lesson or even trying to win that stupid fucking wager - it just wasn’t worth what it cost us all. So, I’ll stay on through the tour in December and then, we’ll see.”
Taking the last drag from the cigarette, John stubbed it out as he slowly nodded.  “Fair enough, George.”
Cynthia came through the bedroom door, pulling up short when she saw George.  “Oh!  Sorry to interrupt, but I’ve been sent up to tell you that we’re ready to leave for the airport.”
Grabbing John’s cane from the corner by the bed, Cynthia came around and stood in front of her husband.  Picking up the bottles of medications, she dropped them into her purse and secured the zipper. “I’ll hold on to these in case you need them during the flight.” 
Then, holding the cane out to him, she held out her other arm for him to balance on so he could rise from the bed. “Here, luv, you can lean on me --”
Jumping up from the chair, George took the cane from Cynthia.  “It’s alright, Cyn, I’ve got him,” he said.  When Cynthia hesitated, he smiled reassuringly and repeated, “I’ve got him.  You go on ahead.”
She looked at John questioningly, and he gave a quick nod of assent.  “Right then,” she said.  “I’ll leave you to it.  We’ll see you downstairs.”  With that, she left the two men on the own again.
Bending down, George took John’s hand and, gently pulling John’s arm around his shoulder, George reached his arm around John’s waist and helped him to stand.  Waiting a moment for John to get his balance, George asked, “Ready?”
When John neither answered nor moved, George looked at him quizzically, but John kept his eyes averted.  “No matter what happens, I want you to know that I really am sorry, George,” John said quietly, surprising George with the emotional quiver just barely discernable in his tone.
Earnestly, George replied, “I know, John.”  Brightening then, he added, “So, let’s go be Beatles….I understand there’s a few people out front hoping to see us!”
Using the arm around George’s neck, John gave an affectionate squeeze, and with a broad grin, asked, “Hey…where are we going, Georgie?”
The old exchange from the hungry days made George laugh.  “To the top, Johnny!” he answered.
“And where’s that?”
“Ah, who the fuck knows anymore!”  George retorted, and the two laughed.
[bookmark: _GoBack]As they took those first steps back toward the lives they’d left behind and almost lost for good, they found themselves believing – for the first time in what felt like a lifetime – that things might just turn out okay after all.  Finally, they were going home.

THE END




















