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Chapter Twenty- Three

There’s a Place

George tried phoning Benton for the third time that day.  Glancing at his watch, he noted that it was now seven p.m. in Illinois, being two a.m. in Plymouth where the Beatles were performing. Since Katie moved in with the Clancy’s, he didn’t have the liberty of phoning at all hours, so it was agreed that he would phone her on the weekends and at predetermined times during the week.  They’d agreed that he would phone her around two p.m. her time, but she hadn’t been there…So where was she?  Of course, if anything had changed, she couldn’t very well just phone him from the Clancy’s, although she had, on occasion, returned to her own house to phone him from time to time.  As he waited now for this third call to go through, he thought about the way Katie seemed to be growing increasingly indifferent toward him.  Not always, but more than just a few times, and enough that he noticed the change in her.  One night, he chose to confront her about it, but she just kept insisting that nothing was wrong…that it was all in his head.  He wanted so much to believe her that, in the end, he just dismissed those conversations as being due to the upset over her father and the changes she’d had to go through, but still, the question nagged at him.  Finally, the operator came back on the line telling him that his call went through, and he perked up.  

“Katie?”

“No, George….this is Mrs. Clancy.  I’m afraid Katie’s not here at the moment.”

“She’s not?”  A sense of disappointment and dismay overwhelmed him.  Besides wanting to tell her all about the Royal Command Performance, he just wanted to hear her voice and be reassured that things between them were alright.

“No, dear.  I feel terrible, George!  These calls must cost you a small fortune.  Perhaps you and Katie should set up times for you to phone ahead of time….”

“We do,” he interrupted abruptly.  “Sorry, Mrs. Clancy,” he added contritely, “….It’s just that I’ve been phoning Katie all day.  She knew I was going to phone her earlier….I just don’t understand.”

“Perhaps she forgot, George.  You know, this has been such a trying time for her.  Try to have a bit more patience with her, dear.”  Her words were cordial and gentle, but George felt duly chastised for his impatience.

“She’s not been doing well, then?” he asked, genuinely concerned.

“Well,” he heard Jeannie’s mother sigh on the other end, “…it’s been hard seeing her father in so much pain.  The surgery went well – better than expected, really – but the physical therapy is torturous!  We’re halfway back to Benton by the time the poor darling stops crying.”

“Christ!” he swore under his breath.  “I didn’t realize she was having such a hard time of it.   Every time I ask about her dad, she tells me he’s improving.”  

“Oh, and he is, George! He’s doing ever so much better with his walking and movement, but it takes such a toll on him!”

“I didn’t know, Mrs. Clancy.  I’m glad you told me.”  George realized that all of this went a long way toward explaining Katie’s recent behavior, and he was more than just a little ashamed at how relieved he felt knowing that now.

“I’m happy I could help, George.  Poor Katie had just been moping around here like a lifeless doll.  Honestly, we were all starting to get very worried about her, but finally, Jean and the boys got Katie to start going out, and now, there’s times when she seems like her old self!”

She was saying something else, but George stopped hearing her the moment she mentioned “Jean and the boys.”  “Boys”?  What “boys” are these?  And what “boys” are helping Katie to “seem like her old self”?

“Isn’t that nice?”  Mrs. Clancy had just asked him something, but he’d stopped listening.  Now cued by the change in her tone, he’d realized she’d asked him a question.

Thinking quickly, he said, “Sorry, Mrs. Clancy, the connection was really bad on my end just there.  Would ya mind repeating what yer said?”

“Oh!  Can you hear me?” she yelled into the phone, prompting George to yank the receiver from his ear.

“Yes…yes…it’s fine now,” he reassured her.

“Well, what I was saying was that Mike – you remember Jeannie’s friend, Mike? – well, Mike and that sweet Antonelli boy  - oh, what’s his name?  Frank? Freddy?  No…wait a minute…Phil!  Yes, that’s it, Phil – anyway, they’ve been taking the girls to that diner that has music and dancing – the Bandstand?”

“The Band Box?” George offered.

“Yes!  That’s the name!  Oh, of course, you and Katie went there, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, we did,” George answered dryly.

“Oh, I’m sure you did!  My goodness, the two of you were as thick as thieves when you were here!”

Again, he interrupted, “Yeah, we were….Listen, Mrs. Clancy, I’ve really enjoyed talking with you, but I’ve got ta ring off now.”

“Of course, dear!  Goodness, I’d all but forgotten how expensive these international calls are.  Amazing, though, to know I’m talking to somebody in another country!” she laughed in delight.

George made the effort to laugh along with her, but what came from his lips sounded more like a strangled cry.  “Yeah, it’s amazing….Listen, Mrs. Clancy, would ya mind letting Katie know that I rang?”

“Of course, George….first thing when she comes in, alright?”

“I’d be grateful,”

“Oh, think nothing of it!  Shall I tell her you’ll call back later tonight?”  

George debated the question. “Er, no…no, that’s okay.  I’ll ring her again tomorrow.”

“Alright, George.  You take care of yourself, dear.”

“I will, Mrs. Clancy.  Thanks fer…ya know…letting me know what’s been going on with Mr. Kelly an’ all.”

“Oh, please, no thanks necessary.  I’m glad I could help!”  He had no doubt about that.  That was just the kind of person Ann Clancy was. “Oh, and, by the way, George, that was an extraordinarily kind thing of you to do, arranging for a private room and private nursing care for Mr. Kelly, very kind indeed!”  

“I was pleased to do it, it’s little enough since I couldn’t be there.”

“Don’t think like that,” Ann chastised him gently.  “Nobody expected you to come all the way back to the States.”  George wondered if that was entirely true.  Perhaps Katie expected that…perhaps that’s why she acted so funny sometimes…perhaps that’s why she was out with another fella….

“I s’pose so,” he relented.  “Well, g’night then, Mrs. Clancy.

“Goodbye, George.”

Hanging up the phone, George stared at the wall across from where he sat on the edge of the bed.  She’s out with another fella…Phil something-or-other.  Why hadn’t she mentioned him before this?  There was only one reason he could think of, and it pained him too deeply to consider it for long.  Taking up his half-empty glass, he strolled back out into the sitting room of the suite.  The room was filled with music, conversation, people, and smoke.  Conscious of the surveillance of numerous feminine eyes, made up heavily with long sweeping arcs of dark liner and layers of false lashes, George made a beeline for the bar.  Replenishing his drink with a bit more scotch than usual, he went to the overstuffed chair and plopped down in it, directly across from where John was basking in the attention of a busty blonde.  Just this afternoon, George had overheard John talking to Cyn over the telephone.  He had repeatedly told her how much he missed both her and Julian, how fed up he was being on the road and away from home, and how much he loved her.  To George’s ears, John sounded so sincere.  Tonight, however, was a different story.  George watched as the woman sat in John’s lap, running her fingers through his hair…I wonder if ‘Phil’ is doing the same to Katie…watched as she kissed John…Is he kissing Katie?...watched as John slipped his hand up underneath her blouse….George jumped up suddenly, startling both John and the blonde he was holding.  As if coming out of trance, George looked around the room, aware now of not only the girls trying to catch his attention, but his mates who were looking at him oddly.  

“Ya alright, George?” Paul asked with a laugh.

Rubbing his eyes, and shaking his head, George answered, “Just tired…g’night.”  As he quickly walked back to the bedroom he shared with John, he consciously avoided the disappointed gaze of the eyes that greeted him so seductively only a short time ago.  He was in the bathroom brushing his teeth when he heard the door open.  John came in and leaned against the doorway. 

“Ya want to tell Uncle Johnny all about it, lad?”

“Not particularly, no,” George replied, his voice muffled by the soft white towel he was using to dry his face.

Lighting a cigarette, John asked nonchalantly, “Ya finally get through ta Katie?”  George just shook his head, prompting John to raise his brows in surprise.  “Ya worried?”

“No, everything’s alright with her dad,” he answered as he moved about the room, rustling through his unpacked suitcase for his pajamas.

“That’s not what I meant, son.”

George stopped what he was doing and closed his eyes for a moment.  Opening them again, he resumed his bedtime ritual, “I know what you meant,” he said softly.

“Well then?”

George turned toward his friend and snapped, “Well what, John?  She’s out with another fella – she’s been going out with him all along!  Is that what ya want ta hear?”

John looked at George sympathetically.  In all the years he’d known him, he’d seen George develop the odd crush on a girl now and then – there’d been one or two in both Liverpool and Hamburg, and then, last year, he’d come back mooning about a girl he’d met while on holiday in the Canary Islands with Paul, Ritch and Klaus, but John had never seen George go quite as barmy for a girl as he had for Katie. Now, the poor bastard finds out she’s been cheating on him?  No wonder the lad’s out of sorts! 

 “I’m sorry, George,” John said seriously.  Recalling John’s earlier conversation with Cyn and his antics with the blonde just a few minutes ago, George huffed disbelievingly and rolled his eyes.  John ignored it.  “No, mate, I am, really,” John stressed, adding softly, “I know how much she means to ya.”

Moved by the rare display of sympathy, George dropped to the edge of his bed.  “Yeah, well…,” he mumbled.  John stood awkwardly, uncertain how to comfort his young friend.  At last, he walked over and laid a hand on George’s shoulder.

“Ye’ll suss it out, George.  And maybe things aren’t hopeless ya know?”  Unconvinced, George just nodded silently.  

John started to walk out of the room, but, just as he reached for the doorknob, George asked, “How do ya do it, John?”

John stopped, and turned back.  Confused by the question, he asked, “Sorry, mate?  How do I do what?”

“Shag another girl within hours of telling Cyn ya love her and miss her?”  John narrowed his eyes at the boy, priming for a fight, but then he saw that George’s question was serious.  He wasn’t condemning John for what he did, he really wanted to know how he did it.  

Shrugging John replied rationally, “It’s not cheating…not really.  I’m not going ta fall in love with any of ‘em…I’ll never see ‘em again…they’re one night stands, not affairs.  So, it’s not cheating.”

“Bollocks!” George responded intensely. “How do ya reckon that one, John?”

John thought for a moment, then explained, “It’s like eating when yer hungry or sleeping when yer tired….”

“Shagging when yer randy?” George shot back sarcastically.  

John let the tone pass.  “Yeah…that’s right.”

“An’ if Cynthia did the same?  Ya wouldn’t say she was cheating?” George challenged.

The two friends stared at one another.  He’s not looking for answers or advice, he’s looking for a row!  “Get some sleep, George,” John said as he turned and left the room.

The next day did nothing to improve George’s mood.  He had lain awake half the night obsessing about Katie and this boy she’d apparently taken up with, waking up cranky and hung over.  That afternoon, he tried ringing the Clancy’s house again – receiving no response…again.  When he’d walked out to the sitting room to find the room packed with hangers-on and a new batch of girls, he’d nearly lost his temper with the entire crowd.  As the afternoon wore on, however, that turned out to be an honor accorded for John alone….and it didn’t take much to ignite George’s fury….

He had just tried for the second time to put a call through to Benton, and met with no success.  After a few minutes, he meandered back out to the sitting room, throwing himself unceremoniously into the same overstuffed chair with an audible grunt.  Looking around the room, he studied the crowd with a sense of detachment.  There were journalists, minor pop stars, and girls who may or may not have been call girls provided by some well-intentioned promoter.  The stress of the mania was starting to take its toll on him, and sometimes, even he was surprised by the level of contempt he felt for those who went to great lengths to ingratiate themselves to him and the others.  Now, the situation with Katie was only exacerbating his negative feelings.  I just should have stayed in the bleedin’ bedroom!  Smiling sardonically, he snorted at the thought, remembering how often he or one of the other boys walked into their hotel room only to find a girl in their bed…naked, waiting, and willing.  

Sitting there on his own, he tried to make himself as inconspicuous as possible.  Unfortunately, that was no easy task for a Beatle, and so he found himself passing the afternoon by fending off anyone who dared approach him in the mood he was in. Any attempt to engage him in conversation was deterred by his foul demeanor, his single-worded responses, given unsmilingly, clearly conveyed his desire to be left alone.  Even the girls who tried flirting outrageously with George were met with a stony glare that sent them in search of a more amiable Beatle to cozy up to.  

From the corner divan, sandwiched between two attractive young women, John quietly observed it all.  He loved George like a brother, but it annoyed him to see how the youngest Beatle was allowing a girl to upset him so much.  The night before, he genuinely did feel sorry for the boy, but, to John Lennon’s thinking….Enough was bloody well enough!  John was already in rare form, in one of those confrontational moods, like a hunter declaring open season on anyone who crossed his path.  That night, unfortunately, he had George in the crosshairs.

From across the room, John called out, “’ey George, ya talk with yer girl yet?”  George’s head snapped up and he glared at John increduously, taking in the half smile the older man wore when he was about to “take the piss” out somebody.  George simply wasn’t in the mood for it…and certainly not where Katie was involved.

John chuckled when George finally looked away, leaving the question unanswered. Something in John’s conscience told him to leave it alone, but, then again, he had created an art out of ignoring his conscience. “Come ‘ead, George, what’s with you still ‘aving a sulk on?” he demanded with a sneer.

George stared him down for several long, tense seconds.  Leaning forward in the chair, he pointed his finger at John, and shouted, “Do ya reckon it’s all a fucking joke, John?!  This is yer fault really, ya know!  If it hadn’t been fer yer fucking clever idea o’ ‘aving those stewardesses up to our room in Sweden, none o’ this would be ‘appening!” he shouted.

John jumped up from his seat on the divan and stalked over to stand face to face with his younger mate, “Oi, son, don’t go blaming me if yer bleedin’ yankee tart decided to go running ‘round on ya!”

Before John knew what was happening, and before anyone else could stop him, George cold-cocked him with a right hook to the jaw, sending him flying backwards against the chair.  Neil and Ritch moved quickly to hold George back while Mal and Paul stood by to grab John should he go for the younger man.  “Say it again!” George yelled as he struggled against the two holding him back. Enraged, he shouted, “Say it again, John, and I’ll fucking cripple ya!  Ya hear me?”

John was up off the chair in an instant, his face red with fury as Mal and Paul struggled to hold him back.  “You bloody tosser!  Who the fuck do ya think ya are, eh?  She’s fucked with yer ‘ead, son!” he shouted back, jabbing his finger at his head in demonstration. “Geroff me!” he yelled at Mal and Paul before turning his attention back to George.  “She’s a bird, George…just a bird…like hundreds,” John waved his hands around the room at all the girls who stood gaping at the spectacle, “- no, make that thousands – ye could ‘ave if yer wanted!  So unless her cunt is made of gold, son, I suggest ya go get shagged and relax, coz ya ever fucking do that again, there won’t be enough parts left ta put ya back together again….right?!”

The room went silent as everyone watched, waiting to see how George would respond.  Pulling away from Mal and Ritchie, he strode over to the door, and, grabbing his jacket off the hook, he stalked from the room.  He was halfway down the hallway, weaving his way through the numerous policemen and others he couldn’t identify, when Mal caught up to him.  

“George!” he called out.  “’ey George, ‘old up!”  George kept walking, ignoring Mal’s pleas for him to stop.  He had just reached the hotel lift, when Mal reached out and grabbed hold of his arm.  Pulling out of the larger man’s grasp, George glared angrily in warning.  Mal put both hands up in surrender and spoke quietly to the boy, trying to calm him.

“”ey…’ey now, George.  I don’t want to start anything, yeah?  I just want to make sure yer okay,” the roadie said sincerely.  

“I’m leaving,” George informed him evenly.

“Leaving?  Where the fuck do ya think ya can go, George?  Ye’ll be mobbed before ya make it two feet from the door, son!”

“I’ll take me chances!” George replied, as he repeatedly pushed the call button for the lift.

“George!  C’mon mate, think about what yer doing, eh?”  Mal pleaded. Something in his tone broke through George’s anger, and he fell against the wall, then slid down, plopping on the ground, his elbows propped on his bended knees, his head in his hands.  Mal crouched down beside the younger man, trying to block him from the view of curious onlookers.  Looking back at the boy, he saw a single tear drop from beneath the dark fringe onto the leg of George’s trousers, leaving a single wet circle.  The realization that George was crying stunned him at first, he’d never known any of the boys to cry, even when they’d had good reason to.  He spoke softly, trying to comfort the young man.

“Ah, no, George.  “ere, c’mon lad…things will be alright….”  Mal had no idea what “things” he was referring to, but he was at a loss for what to say.  Reaching into the pocket of his jacket he withdrew a clean white handkerchief and handed it to George discreetly.  Taking the proffered hanky, George wiped at his eyes, keeping his head bent forward.

“I need to get out o’ here, Mal….I need to…now,” he whispered desperately.  

Mal nodded his head in agreement, then, realizing George couldn’t see him, said, “Alright, George…okay.”

Standing with his back to George, his bulk still concealing the Beatle behind him, Mal waved a policeman over.  Speaking quickly and quietly, he arranged to have the rooftop access unlocked.  It was the only thing he could think of to give George some privacy without risking his safety.  Turning back to the younger man, he extended his hand and helped him up from the floor.  George kept his head down as he allowed Mal to guide him to the exit for the stairwell that led up to the roof.  Once they were outside, Mal asked him, “Do ya want me to stay, George or do ya want ta be on yer own?”

George took in deep lungfuls of the cold night air.  With his back to Mal, he replied, “If ya don’t mind, Mal, I’d rather be alone fer a bit.”

Mal nodded, “Right then.  I’ll be downstairs right by the door if ya need me.  Take as much time as ya want.  I’ll be sure no one bothers ya, alright?”

“Ta, Mal,” George whispered.

Mal shut the door, and for the first time in ages, George found himself blessedly, mercifully alone.  Walking the length of the rooftop, he stood shivering in the cold, looking out over the lights of Plymouth.  It felt good to be on his own, and it felt good to finally have something to feel good about.  

It wasn’t that he wasn’t grateful for the success the Beatles were enjoying – he was – but the madness and the crowds, the continual presence of others, and the screaming hordes of girls were making him fairly miserable.  Even the music, which he’d always loved, was fast becoming a source of displeasure for him.  No one could hear them over the screaming.  

Then there was Katie….Christ, how I’ve grown to love her!  But folks are wrong…absence doesn’t always make the heart grow fonder, sometimes it makes the heart grow cold.  When it came down to it, George had to admit to himself that he wasn’t quite as perplexed by the change in Katie as he had pretended.  He heard the tone in her voice change when she heard girls in the background.  He thought he could be honest with her, admitting that girls do try to seduce him, but he also foolishly thought that she’d believe him when he swore that he wasn’t being unfaithful to her.  Though it broke his heart, he knew that the only reason Katie was with another boy tonight was because she’d convinced herself that he was lying.  And how am I to prove her wrong?  Perhaps Louise was right….perhaps we can’t make this work….perhaps I should let her go.  
George slipped his wallet from his back trouser pocket.  Opening it, he withdrew Katie’s photograph, and, leaning up against the chimney, he stared at the picture whose every detail he’d memorized over countless hours spent viewing it in the months since they’d parted.  “What do ya say, luv?” he asked aloud.  After a few minutes, he returned the photo to his wallet and took another walk around the roof.  Tilting his head back, he looked up at the stars twinkling overhead, remembering how numerous they looked in the Illinois sky, away from the glare of the neon lights.  Early in their relationship, he and Katie had laid upon a blanket one night while she tried to explain the different constellations to him.  He’d only pretended to be interested so he’d have a reason to lie next to her.  He recalled how, in the midst of her trying to get him to discern the Big Dipper, suddenly, arcing across the early autumn sky….

“Christ!  It’s a shooting star!” George whispered in awe.  He blinked his eyes, thinking that it was only the power of suggestion that was making him see the phenomenon there in Plymouth….but no, just as in Benton, a star was falling across the sky.

Grabbing his hand, Katie said eagerly, “Close your eyes, George!”  

On the rooftop, George closed his eyes.

“Now, very carefully, make a wish!” she instructed.

“Why ‘carefully’?” George teased.

“Because, nitwit, everybody knows that wishes made on shooting stars always come true!”

George made his wish in the Plymouth night, remembering what Katie had said about them coming true.  Opening his eyes again, he smiled and whispered, “I hope yer right, Kate!”

Turning then, he headed back through the door and down the stairs to the floor reserved for the Beatles and their associates.  As he came bounding through the door, Mal jumped in alarm.  

“’ullo Mal!” George shouted jovially, clapping the roadie on the back.

Staring at George in amazement, Mal said, “Well, looks like the roof did ya a world of good, George!”

“It did, Mal!  Nothing like a bit o’ fresh air ta clear the head, ya know.  Thanks fer that, by the way!”

“Yer welcome, George,” Mal replied, still astounded at the radical change in the boy.

“”ey, I’ve got ta go take care o’ something….cheers!”

“’ey George?  Where are ya going in such a hurry?” he called out as George headed down the hall.

George smiled broadly as he shouted, “Ta get me girl back!”

