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Chapter Two

Sunday, 22 August, 1965
Portland, Oregon
Having spent most of the tour deprived of a proper night’s sleep, Larry Kane was in the midst of an early afternoon nap when he was awakened by a bright light just outside the airplane’s window.  Initially thinking it was sun rays, he turned his head from the window until it slowly dawned on him that the sun, in fact, was on the other side of the plane.  Coming fully awake, he looked out the window to find that there were flames coming from one of the engines under the wing.  Not wanting to panic the other passengers, he unsnapped his seatbelt and walked to the door of the cockpit.  As casually as he could, he knocked on the door.  No response.  He knocked a second time…still no response.  Knowing that a third knock might draw too much attention, he opened the door and felt his stomach drop to his shoes.  There was no one in the cockpit, and the plane was set to autopilot.  On the verge of panic himself, he turned back toward the cabin, scanning for the familiar uniforms.  Relief flooded through him when he spotted both the captain and co-captain at the back of the plane.  Walking that way, he saw that they were talking earnestly with John and Paul.  “Excuse me,” he said, trying to keep his voice low.  “But there’s flames coming from one of the engines!”

Both men rushed to look out the window before heading back to the cockpit, but all of Larry’s efforts at not raising an alarm were lost when John Lennon saw the flames. 

 “Shit!” he swore. Then, bolting up from his seat, he ran to the emergency exit door and tried to open it.  Realizing what John was about to do, Larry blocked his way.  “Are you nuts?!  You’ll kill us all, John!”
Hysterical, John shouted, “The fucking plane’s on fire!  We’ve got to get out of here!”  He charged the door a second time.  This time, Mal Evans put his bulk in front of John.  Capturing the Beatle in a bear-hug, he spoke camly but firmly, “Here, John.  You’re not thinking, mate.  If you open that door while we’re up this high, everything not nailed down will be sucked from the plane.  Do you understand?”

Anxious eyes looked on while Mal continued to hold his old friend until he felt John relax.  Craning his head to see John’s face, he asked, “Better?”

John nodded mutely, and Mal let him go, keeping a cautious eye on him until he saw him drop into a seat.
Once he saw Mal taking the seat nearest the exit, Larry returned to his seat, putting from his mind all thoughts of John, the Beatles, and the tour, and instead turned his thoughts to the question of his own survival.
Everyone on the plane appeared to be in various states of shock at what was happening, even when it was noticed that the flames seemed to be blowing out.  In their place, streams of black, billowing smoke flew from beneath the wing.

“What’s John doing?”Ringo asked with a nod across the aisle.

Next to him Paul continued to bite his lower lip nervously, despite the fact that he had already bled it. He gave his band-mate a quick shrug, his eyes repeatedly darting to the window. “The smoke’s getting worse,” he mumbled anxiously.
Ringo glanced out the window.  “Yeah,” he whispered.  On the other side of the aisle, John was hunched over, writing frantically a cocktail napkin.  Needing a distraction more than an actual answer, Ringo called out to him, “John!  What are you writing?” 
“Perhaps our next hit song,” George quipped dryly.

Just then the Lockheed Electra lurched to the cries of the passengers it held….passengers that consisted of not only the four Beatles and their small entourage, but the majority of their support acts and several members of the press following the U.S. tour.
“Jesus, save us!” Brenda Holloway cried out.  

Every pair of eyes in the cabin went to the nearest window, expecting the worst.  After that, the interior of the plane went eerily silent.  Some of the passengers wept openly, some – like Brenda – prayed quietly, but John Lennon went in search of something indestructible…something that would survive should the plane crash.
“Film canister?!” George cried in disbelief, his knuckles white from the grip he had on the armrests.  “What the fuck do you want my empty film canister for, John?”
“For this,” John replied, holding up the small napkin, now folded in two.  “I want to make sure someone finds it…that this makes it.”

“I’d rather we make it, mate!” George snapped.  Then, curiosity getting the better of him, he asked, “What is it anyway?  Your last will and testament?”

“No, I’ve got that taken care of already.  It’s my obituary,” John answered as he took the proffered canister from George.  Holding it up, he inspected it and asked, “Do you think this will do?”

Despite the crisis, George grinned, “You wrote your own obituary?”

“Yeah,” John replied as he folded the napkin over and over until it was small enough to fit into the canister.  When he finally succeeded, he closed the lid and leaned forward, “Hey Larry, do you still have that black marker on you?”

“Afraid of what would be written about you if someone else wrote it, are you?” George teased.

Larry Kane looked back at John questioningly.  “You want a marker?  Now?”
“Yeah, it’s important.”
"Now perhaps people will stop joking about how long we're going to last," George mumbled to no one in particular.

The reporter opened the satchel on the seat beside him, and, after a bit of rummaging about, pulled out the black magic marker.  Handing it over the back of the seat to John, he watched as John wrote on the small lid of the canister, “Read, JL.”

Capping the marker, John handed it back to Larry with a nod of thanks.  Then, gripping the canister tightly, he held it to his chest as he reclined and closed his eyes to make his peace with whatever god might care. 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the pilot’s voice filled the cabin, “….we’re approaching Portland Airport with three engines fully operational. There’s no reason to expect that we won’t make a safe landing.  As a safety precaution, however, we ask at this time that all passengers extinguish any smoking materials, secure your trays, return seats to the upright position, and remain with your seat belts fastened.  To avoid possible injury, please also ensure that any loose items are sufficiently secured in the overhead bins.”
Mechanically, George struggled to light a cigarette, his quivering hand holding the lighter made it a challenge putting the flame to the end of the cigarette.  “George!” Paul hissed.  “Put that out!  Didn’t you hear what they just said?!”
Startled, George quickly stubbed it out in the impossibly tiny ashtray.  “Sorry!”

No sooner had the request been made than everyone scrambled to comply.  In less than two minutes, the plane was fully prepped for landing.  

As the plane circled the airfield, a morbid silence descended upon the passengers on the American Flyer Lockheed Electra as they stared silently out the small windows at the numerous flashing emergency lights of the police cars, fire trucks, and ambulances strategically scattered all over the tarmac. When the ground drew nearer, they could make out the white foam spread over the landing strip and knew that, despite the assurances of a safe landing, there was sufficient risk to warrant these extensive preparations.
From the silence emerged a single voice at the back of the plane singing softly, “That’ll be the day when you say goodbye, that’ll be the day when you make me cry….”

A second voice joined in, “….you say you’re gonna leave me, you know it’s a lie, ‘cause that’ll be the day--”
“JOHN! GEORGE!” Paul shouted crossly.  “That’s not fucking funny!”

Without looking Paul’s way, the two grinned madly at each other and finished, “…when I die.” Not in the least bit amused, Paul turned back toward the window beside him with a huff.  Next to him, Ringo shook his head at his two band-mates in wordless chastisement.  When John caught George’s eye again, however, the youngest Beatle couldn’t help but give small laugh in appreciation of the graveyard humor.  Certainly, thoughts of Buddy Holly’s fate permeated their imaginations throughout the ordeal…an ordeal that wasn’t quite over yet.

The blown engine under the starboard wing caused the plane to tilt precariously one side to the other, and they two man crew struggled to keep it even as they loomed above the landing strip.  Anxiously, the co-captain pulled the lever to lower the landing gear, hoping like hell it would work.  Swiping at a bead of sweat that stung his eye, he watched the gauges carefully, only allowing himself a breath of relief when he heard and saw that the landing gear was fully functional.  Air Traffic Control had been apprised of the Electra’s status twenty minutes before its E.T.A., and, as he looked out the large window, he could see that they’d taken all precautions for an emergency landing.  For all intents and purposes, they were prepared to take the runway.  
The tension was as thick as molasses in both the cabin and cockpit – as well as on the ground among those who knew what was happening - as the plane advanced toward the strip.  At twenty feet, the craft started to vibrate and grips everywhere tightened in apprehension.  Finally, at 1:22 p.m., the familiar bounce of the wheels touching down was felt throughout the plane, and the brakes were immediately applied, decelerating the plane until it rolled to a stop amidst cheers and applause - both from those on the plane and those who were on the ground watching.
Shooting up from his seat, John shouted, only half-jokingly, “Beatles, women, and children first!”

As the Beatles emerged from the craft, shaken and pale, but intact and unharmed, they were cheered by an enthusiastic, but very well-behaved crowd of fans who had heeded the polices’ exhortations to not break the barricade or cause the group any further anxiety after their ordeal. For their part, the four young men reassured their fans with waves and thumbs-up signs as they loaded into the limousines provided to whisk them away from the airfield and on to Memorial Coliseum where they performed two sold-out concerts for over twenty thousand fans. 
They had spent the time they weren’t performing completing the requisite interviews and  press conferences as well as the usual audiences with celebrities, which, that evening, prior to the second show, had included the Beat poet, Allen Ginsburg, who’d written a poem in commemoration of the concert and two Beach Boys.  By the end of their day in Portland, the four were spent.
“Have they made a decision about how we’re getting on to L.A. then, Brian?” John asked the manager.

Hesitantly, Brian answered, “We’ll be flying in.”

At the mention of “flying,” the boys broke out in a chorus of groans.

“Now, lads, they’ve replaced the plane, so we’ll be perfectly safe,” Brian attempted to reassure them.  When it became clear to him that any option involving air travel would elicit their displeasure, he added a quick, “I’ll let you know when the departure time has been rescheduled,” before exiting the room, leaving only the four Beatles.  Their two minders, Mal and Neil, wandered in and out, busy making preparations for the boys departure from the city.

“Bloody fab!” John groused.  “Not only do we have to get back on another fucking plane, but now we’ll be getting to L.A. even later!”

The others nodded in silent agreement.  After a short time, Paul broke out in a grin.

Still nursing a foul mood, John snapped, “Having a good time, are you?  What the fuck is there to smile about?”

“L.A.,” Paul answered shortly.

Smiling back insincerely, John answered bitingly, “Yes, Paul, we’re going to L.A.  Glad you’re managing to keep up!”

Giving John a roll of his eyes, Paul elaborated, “L.A., John!  We’ll finally have a bit of a holiday after all this madness!”
“Thank Christ!” George grumbled.

Ignoring George, Paul continued excitedly, “Nearly a week’s holiday!  Playing late into the night….lying in late the next day.  Nearly a week with nowt to do but what we please!  Come on, John, don’t tell me you’re not looking forward to that!”

The famous McCartney charm worked its usual magic as John grudgingly broke out in a grin.  Glancing across the room, Paul was pleased to see that George, too, was smiling at the thought.  “Lying in!” George said wistfully.  “I can’t remember the last time I had a proper lie-in!”

Paul knew he didn’t need to encourage Ringo….he’d been smiling since Paul first mentioned L.A.

Leaning forward in his chair, John asked, “We’re still having our holiday within a holiday, yeah?”

Paul furrowed his brows quizzically.

“L.S.D., Paul,” George explained flatly from where he lay on a cot, his eyes closed.  “Remember, we’re all going to do it together.”

“Oh! Oh, yeah,” Paul replied nervously, suddenly finding his fingernails of intense interest.

Long used to Paul’s idiosyncrasies, John narrowed his eyes in suspicion.  “What?” he demanded.  “You haven’t gone and changed your mind, have you?”
Chewing his nail anxiously, Paul lifted his eyes and scanned his friends’ faces.  The sheer force of their collective will intimidated him enough to answer defensively and not quite honestly, “No, no, I haven’t!”

“Good!” John noted decisively. “Rings?”
“Oh yeah,” Ringo answered with a wide smile.  “Try anything, me!”

After a short silence, George piped up, “I thought I was going to die today.”

The statement had the effect of cold water being thrown at them.  “You weren’t the only one, George,” Ringo added somberly.

“I was never so scared in my life,” Paul admitted.

“I thought we’d fucking had it,” John joined in.  “We were going the way of Buddy.”  
The room went quiet again as each young man lapsed into his own thoughts.  Finally, George broke the silence…and the dark mood.

“Hey, John….let’s hear your obituary,” George kidded.

Embarrassed, John replied, “Eh, it’s gone, son.”

Grinning, Paul egged him on, “Ah, come on, you must remember what you wrote!”

 “Nah, I don’t really,” John answered dismissively.

“The late, great John Lennon, eh?” George mocked.

Grinning wryly, John answered, “Aye, something like that.”

“You know, that entire business this afternoon got me thinking…,” George said quietly.  “For all our fame and success, I spend a lot of fucking time doing what I don’t want to do.  Perhaps it’s a sign that this happened right as we’re about to have a break.”

“What do you mean a ‘sign,’ George?” Paul asked.

“I mean perhaps it’s no coincidence that we finally get to slow down a bit.  I’m bloody well fed-up having things just happen to me.  For once, I want to be the one to make things happen!” Growing more and more animated, he continued, “I want to start actually living life, not just moving through it.  Perhaps it’s time to start doing that.  Perhaps L.A.’s the place to start.”
“Fancy that!” John mocked.  “George Harrison is going to start living his life!”

George gave John a lopsided grin.  “Too fucking right, Lennon!  Too fucking right!”

Paul grinned along with the others, but, looking at George’s eyes, he wondered at the ominous sense of foreboding that suddenly overcame him, and his smile faltered.

