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Chapter Twenty-Nine

“Fer Chrissakes, Mal, ya were s’posed to let us know when it was quarter past seven!  Turn on the radio…hurry!”  John leaned forward and shouted from the back seat as he struggled to reach the radio dial, nearly forcing their friend and roadie to drive off the road.  

“Ya know what I reckon, John?” George said sardonically, “I reckon it’s a bit difficult to listen to the radio when yer lying dead in a ditch….”

John threw George an angry look that the younger man ignored as he continued to look out the back passenger window.

“Why’s it always a ditch, do ya reckon?”  Ritchie asked aloud to no one in particular.

“Eh?”  Paul asked.

“When people talk about ‘aving crashes and the like…yer always ‘earing ‘bout folks dead in a ditch.  Why not just dead in the road…or by a tree…or…..”

“We get it, Rings…now leave it!” John grumbled.

“I’m just asking, John,” Ritchie pouted.

“Perhaps because many of these roads do ‘ave ditches, Ritch.  See there…,” Mal pointed.  “They ‘ave to ‘ave ‘em so the roads don’t flood, see….”

“The radio, Mal!” John reminded him, leaning over and pushing Mal – and, subsequently, the van itself – to the side trying to get at the radio dials.

Slapping at John’s arm, Paul shouted, “I’ll get it, John!  Now will ya leave off before ya get us killed?!”

Mal Evans was big hulk of a man with a sweet and gentle nature who would never even think of shouting at the boys, but his patience was thinning.  The hours’ long drive had been extended several hours longer while he found his way back in the right direction after being quite lost for some time on roads that all looked the same. As Paul fiddled with the dial trying to tune the station in, Mal retorted, “John, I can drive and try to not get us lost again on these sodding roads, or I can drive, watch the time, and tune the bleedin’ radio, and you can navigate our way back to Liverpool, eh?”  

Just as Mal finished talking, the boys heard the sound of a harmonica playing a familiar riff through the static.  The van was suddenly filled with an alternating chorus of orders, curses, and cheers. 

“That’s it! That’s us!”

“Will ya stop twisting the fucking knob, Paul!”

“Ah, twist yer own knob, ya puddin’”

“Ya just ‘ad it, ya git!”  

“Can you come up ‘ere an’ do better, then?”

“I surely can’t do any worse!”

“I can’t fucking believe we’re on the radio!”

“I can’t fucking believe we can’t even ‘ear ourselves on the bloody radio!”

 “Listen lads, we need ta pull off the road, we can’t get a clear signal if we’re moving!”  

“Will you wankers shut yer yobs!  I can’t ‘ear a bloody thing!”  

“Us?! It’s you who’s chattering on, son!”

Neil pinched the bridge of nose in a futile effort to stave off the headache that had been increasingly plaguing him since entering the vehicle with the boys hours ago.  Looking around at all four shouting at one another, he tried to be heard over the cacophony, “Lads?  Lads?  LADS?  OH FER THE LOVE OF AUNT FANNY…WILL YA ALL SHUT THE FUCK UP!!!!!

Neil’s outburst had the desired effect as four pairs of wide eyes stared back at him.  “Thank you,” he said politely.  Continuing in the same tone, he turned to Mal, “Mal, would ya be so kind as to pull off the road just ahead, please?”

Grinning madly, Mal responded in kind, “Why, certainly, Neil, I would be more than ‘appy to!”  

As the vehicle came to a stop, Neil leaned forward to adjust the dial on the radio.  Paul moved to take over, but one withering look from the band’s road manager and mate, and Paul returned his hand to his lap.  Within seconds, Neil managed to tune the station in clearly, and the boys listened to their first single break the Top Fifty as it played on the radio.  Neil had to chuckle looking at the large grins all four wore as they heard themselves on the airwaves.  When the song finished, the program host announced that “Love Me Do” was at number forty-nine that week. Only one week following its release, and it was already climbing the charts.  Everyone in the van went wild, including Neil Aspinall. 

“I, fer one, could do with another gig like the Tower.  Now, that was a fab gig!  Christ, who would believe it?  The four o’ us stiffs on the same bill as Little Richard!” George exclaimed excitedly.

“’ey, we weren’t just on the same bill, son, we were second to ‘im!  Out o’ twelve acts, that’s saying something, yeah?” John added.

The other two boys nodded in agreement, small smiles playing on their lips as they were each lost in their own thoughts.  “Quite a nice lad, Richard was, as well!  Ya know…a real person…not full o’ ‘imself an’ all!”  Ritchie said.

“Oh, aye!” George agreed.

“Well, what do yer reckon? He started out the same as us!” John responded coolly.

Ritchie grinned at John.  “Ah, go on!  Tell us ya weren’t dead chuffed to meet ‘im!”

John knew he’d been found out as he smiled self-consciously, making a poor attempt to sound nonplussed, “Well….”  George and Ritchie egged him on then, laughing and knowing he was every bit as star-struck that night as they were.

Just then, Paul walked into the Grapes and took a seat at the table as he removed his coat. “Lads,” he greeted them with a nod of his head.  “All ready fer Auntie Beeb tonight, then, are we?”

“We were born ready, mate,” John quipped good-naturedly.

“Ya know who else is playing that gig tonight in Manc, don’t ya?” George asked cagily.

“Who?”

“Lee Curtis and the All-Stars,” he grimaced, as the other three groaned aloud.

“Christ, not another gig with Pete Best there!” Ringo groused.  “I feel as if the lad is ‘aunting me, I do!”

“Well…ya might not ‘ave to worry about it at all, Ritch.  None of us may still be ‘ere to play the gig tonight,” Paul stated enigmatically. “Oi, George, spot me a pint, will ya?  I’ve left me wallet at home.”

“Hmmm…how very convenient,” George muttered sarcastically, but called out the order for another round at their table, the days of counting pennies now just a quaint memory.

“What do yer mean, ‘none of us may still be ‘ere’?  Where else would we be?” John asked in bewilderment.

Paul looked around the table at each one of his friends.  “Do none of ya listen to the news?!” he asked incredulously.

“Course we do, Paul…usually.  Why?” George asked defensively.

“Christ!  It’s only been the biggest thing in the news for near week now!” Seeing the absent expression on his friends’ faces, he sighed heavily. Leaning in, Paul lowered his voice, and said, “We could be on the brink of World War III, as we speak!” he tapped his index finger on the table to accentuate his last three words.

“World War III?!  Ah-ha, are those mad Germans invading other countries again?  Thought we sorted ‘em out the first two times!” John joked, but Paul didn’t crack a smile.  “Yer not fucking serious?”

Paul nodded gravely.  “Oh, but I am, mate.  Turns out Kruschev was putting missiles in Cuba…nuclear missiles at that!”  All three boys’ eyes widened at the word, “nuclear.”  Paul continued, “Well, Kennedy finds this out, see, and sends all these ships down off the coast of Cuba to stop Soviet ships from bringing in any more of these missiles.  They’re saying now that the Russians and the Americans are in a stand-off, each one threatening the other with nuclear missiles!  Kennedy was on the telly talking about it all!  I can’t believe none o’ yas heard about it!”

“Yeah, I read sommat about it the other day…didn’t sound that serious to me, but, then again, I’ve not been keeping up with it…Cyn’s been keeping me fairly busy,” John bluffed.

“Aye, I reckon she ‘as, mate, an’ she’s the belly to show fer it!”  Ritchie joked, breaking the intensity at the table with all the talk of a possible nuclear war.

After a moment’s silence, George asked, “Do ya think it’s real?  I mean, do ya think they’d actually do it?  Fire nuclear missiles and all?”

“Nah – they’re not mad enough to actually use the fuckers!” Ritchie insisted.

“Oh, aye?” John interrupted.  “Go tell that to the poor bastards in Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  They’ve done it, son.”

John’s words had a sobering affect.  “B-But that’s America and Russia.  We’d be alright ‘ere, wouldn’t we?” George asked nervously.

“Are ya daft, George?! If America and the Soviet Union have a go with nuclear bombs and missiles, it’s all of us in the thick of it then!”  John lectured passionately.  He thought of Cynthia and his unborn child, due the following month.  This is the world I’m bringing my child into? he thought angrily.

“Besides, Kennedy said that America already has the backing of their allies…that’s us, mate…we’re already in it….” Paul explained.

“You lads talking ‘bout the Americans and Soviets, aye?”  an older man standing at the bar asked them.  The boys recognized the old man as a regular patron of the pub.

“Yeah, we are,” Paul replied.  “Any news?”

The man looked solemn, “’fraid so, son.  BBC just announced that Kennedy pulled back the quarantine line and raised the military readiness level.”

“What does that mean, mister?  I mean, fer those of us who don’t know anything about the military, that is?” Ritchie asked.

The man drained his pint, and looked at the four young men sadly, “It means America is preparing fer war, son.”

The four friends stared back at the man, mouths agape in shock.  John broke the silence, quietly asking in astonishment, “’ave they all gone fucking mad?!”

