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Please Mister Postman

As Indian Summer came to end, and the first frost descended upon southern Illinois, life in Benton went on as usual for everyone but Katie.  Jeanie and Mike were now going steady, and Jeanie started investing her allowance and babysitting money in bridal magazines; Davinia Hickey was back to her role as the town “sexpert” – her short stint as Immaculate Conception High School’s Homecoming Queen all but forgotten; Kevin received a long overdue raise at the mine, enabling him finally to purchase a car….a dark blue ’63 Buick Electra 225.  Katie had tried talking him into the convertible model, but, ever the pragmatist, he dismissed it as dangerous, claiming that the hard top was much more sensible.  Overruled, she was just as happy to finally have a vehicle of their own, anticipating that she would be able to drive it in another year when she could finally get her driver’s permit.  The whole neighborhood came out to look it over when Kevin pulled up in front of their house.  Gordon was so impressed, he vowed is next vehicle would be a Buick.

Other than that, however, Katie went through the motions each day of getting up and going to school, coming home and doing her chores, getting her homework done and watching T.V.  Sometimes, for a change, she’d take long walks through the town, but, as the weather grew colder, her forays outdoors became less frequent.  She still was the regular babysitter for the Caldwell children, although, these days, she tended to spend a great deal of time at their house even when she wasn’t watching the children.  From the time she awoke until the darkness fell upon her sleepy town, she plodded through all that she had to do, coming to life only when the phone would ring late at night, and she would rush to answer it, knowing it would be George on the other end, four thousand miles away. 

At first, true to his word, he did phone her every day, but, as time wore on and he became busier, the phone calls decreased to three or four times a week.  Their conversations would last for hours some nights, even if neither had much to say.  One night, they had both fallen asleep while still on the phone.  Waking several hours later and finding the receiver next to her head on the pillow, Katie picked it up and listened only to hear George softly snoring on the other end.  It took her several attempts to wake him, but, he finally heard her shouting his name through the phone. She felt terrible just imagining the cost of the hours-long transatlantic phone call, but George just laughed it off. If the boys happened to be touring, George’s phone calls became a communal affair.  Almost always, one of them – usually John – would grab the phone from George and talk to Katie.  It was clear from their behavior, even from her distance, that all four of them spent many long nights on the road bored out of their skulls. 

She lived for these phone calls – a good day or a bad day being determined by whether or not she had spoken to him the night before. They were always welcome at any hour – even on a school night – and she enjoyed her long talks with her long distance lover.  There were other times, though, when she could tell George was quite drunk when he phoned.  She would hear the sounds of a party going on in the background and, frequently, would hear the undeniable sound of female voices in the mix.  Sometimes, she managed to garner the nerve to ask George what girls were there with them, and he would always insist that they were guests or girlfriends of one or more of the other boys.  It saddened and scared her to realize that she didn’t know whether or not she believed him.  

In addition to the late night phone calls, they also kept up regular correspondence.  Despite his terrible penmanship, George wrote long, newsy letters that would often go on for several pages.  When his letters would arrive, the envelopes would be stuffed fairly to bursting with not only his letter, but assorted drawings and silly messages from both him and his friends.  John, especially, was quite fond of drawing dirty pictures with funny captions that always made Katie laugh.  She made sure that these letters were never left lying around the house where her father might see them, otherwise, he would never agree to allow Katie to make the trip at Christmas.  Instead, each letter would be carefully filed away in a large shoebox that she kept hidden at the back of her wardrobe.

George was also fond of sending Katie all sorts of gifts through the mail….records he thought she would enjoy; articles about him and the Beatles, which she started keeping in a scrapbook; various items of clothing he’d see and think she would like or look good wearing, including some incredibly beautiful lingerie which she very carefully kept hidden from her father; and assorted pieces of jewelry and souvenirs from his travels. The continual contact would help make the cold months of October through December pass a bit more quickly, but, without George with her in Benton, there was a loneliness and malaise that Katie couldn’t shake.  She was beyond merely looking forward to her trip, she was desperate for it.  Plagued by the constant fear that she would lose George before she got to England, she counted the days until she could be with him again.  Things were changing for Katie, and she felt like a ghost as she walked around her hometown, physically there, but longing to be in a far away city she’d never even seen.

One Sunday night, shortly after George and Peter returned to England, Katie received a transatlantic phone call from London.  Although she had suspected it was George from the start, it took her a moment to ascertain that fact over the incredible noise coming through the receiver.  After she repeatedly yelled into the phone that she couldn’t hear him, George finally took the phone into the bathroom, away from the melee.  “Kate are ya there?” he yelled.

“Yeah…that’s better.  What’s going on?  It sounds like a riot there!” she laughed.

“Ah, Katie, it’s fucking fab!” he exclaimed excitedly.

“What?  What is?”

“Ya remember my telling you the other day about our gig at the Palladium?”

“Is that the television show that’s like Sullivan’s?” 

“Yeah, right…that’s the one,” George confirmed.

“Yeah….”

“Ah, Katie, we went over brilliantly!”

Katie laughed at his enthusiasm.  “If you do say so yourself, huh?” she teased.

“Erm…yeah,” he replied, a bit more modestly.  “Katie, the place was swarming with bir-erm…girls!”

“Gear,” she deadpanned sarcastically, making George laugh.

“Nah, Katie, it’s great!  It means we’ve made it!  We’ve really made it!  The press was out, snapping photos of the crowd and of us….”

“Why now?  I mean, what happened that these girls and the press showed up now?” she asked curiously.

“I don’t know, really…but, it was a madhouse what with all the screaming and crying and fainting….”

“Fainting?!” she interrupted in surprise.

“Yeah,” he chuckled, “…ya’d have never believed it.  It’s like we was…I don’t know….Elvis or something!”

Katie sat back and tried to take it all in.  George had spoken of the success the Beatles enjoyed in Britain, but this…well, this was something else altogether.  “George, I don’t know what to say!  I can’t believe it….I’m so happy for you….congratulations!” she gushed eagerly.

“Ta, luv,” he replied humbly, then added softly, “I really wish you would have been here, Katie, I really do.”

“Me, too, George,” she replied sincerely.  In the background, she heard a loud bang and the unmistakable sound of John’s voice yelling, “Oi, son, get yer arse off the phone!  We‘ve got a celebration going ‘ere!  Izzat Katie?”  

She heard a scuffle through the phone and George laughing as he yelled, “Piss off, John!  Give me the bloody phone back!”

“’ello, is that Katie there?”  John shouted into the phone drunkenly.

“Good thing for George – and for you – it is,” she answered, laughing.

“Well, ‘ullo, Katie luv!” he yelled enthusiastically.

“Hi John…,” she responded, shaking her head and smiling.

“Did Georgie ‘ere tell ya we’re big stars now?”

“Why, yes, John, he was just telling me that very thing!” she quipped.

“Yeah, we’re bigger than ever now…’specially our little Georgie ‘ere!  ‘e’s even bigger than ‘e was before, but you know all about that, don’t ya, luv?  Of course, no one’s bigger than me…now that’s something ya might want ta keep in mind fer when ya come over.  Speaking of coming….”

“Well, congratulations to you!” Katie interrupted before he could continue the risqué diatribe.  “Oh, and to Paul and Ringo, too!”

“Oi, ‘ang on, ya can tell ‘em yerself!  PAUL?  RI-I-NGO?” he called out, prompting Katie to move the phone away from her ear.  

“JOHN?” she called, trying to stop him from turning the phone call into a circus. “JOHN?  You needn’t bother them!”  More than anything, she was anxious to speak with George again.

“Tis no bother, luv….PAUL? RITCH?  GET YOUR ARSES IN ‘ERE!  KATIE WANTS TO TALK TO YA’S!”

Oh no!  Knowing she was going to lose the battle, she resigned herself to waiting on the other end of the line to speak with Paul and Ringo, idly wondering of she’d get to speak with George again that night.

“’ELLO?  KATIE?”  Paul yelled into the phone over the increasing noise in the bathroom.

“Hi Paul!” she answered sweetly.  “Congratulations!  I hear you were a big hit!”

“Ah…well…ya know…,” he stammered modestly. “It was good.  Nice of you to ring, Kate!”

“I didn’t,” she clarified.  “George called me.”

“Oh!” he replied.  She heard him talking to someone off the receiver, “’ang on, ‘ang on!”  but the next voice she heard was Ringo’s singing, “K-K-K-Katie, beautiful Katie, You're the only g-g-g-girl that I adore….”  She laughed as the others joined in. “When the m-m-m-moon shines
over the cowshed, I'll be waiting at the k-k-k-kitchen door.”  

She knew the song well…too well…When she was a little girl, her father used to sing her the popular Irish drinking song all the time, and it tickled her that the boys knew the words.

“’OW ARE YA, KATE?!” Ringo bellowed drunkenly into the phone.

“I’m fine, Ringo!  And it sounds like you’re feeling no pain, either!”

“Ah…we’re all in ‘igh spirits ‘ere tonight…and there’s plenty of spirits to keep us legless all night!” he said, laughing at his own joke.

“So I hear!  Listen, congratulations on the show tonight!”

“Ah…ta, luv! It’s sweet of ya to say.”  

Suddenly, she heard the sound of more scuffling and unintelligible shouting.  The next thing she knew, George was back on the line.  “KATE?  KATIE?  YA STILL THERE, LUV?” he shouted.

“Yes, George, and I’m not deaf!” she yelled into the phone.

“EH?”

“George?  Can you hear me?”

“Listen, Katie, I can’t ‘ear a bloody thing ‘ere!  If yer still there, I’ll give ya a ring tomorrow night around this time, okay?....Kate?....Did ya ‘ear me?”

This is impossible!  she thought in frustration.  Raising her voice and annunciating clearly, she said, “OKAY!  I’LL TALK TO YOU THEN!”

Finally discerning her words, George responded, “OKAY THEN!”

Just as she was about to hang up, she shouted into the phone, “I LOVE YOU!”

“EH?”

“I LOVE YOU! ”

“I CAN’T ‘EAR WHAT YER SAYING, KATE….I’LL TALK TO YOU TOMORROW NIGHT….CHEERS, LUV!”  With that, the line went dead.  Katie sat staring at the receiver in her hand, feeling an overwhelming sense of sadness.  This is the biggest night in George’s life, and I’m stuck here!  More than anything at that moment, she wanted to be in London with George, sharing his happiness.  I’ll bet Jane Asher is there with Paul!  she thought acerbically.  Hanging up the phone, she looked around the empty house.  Then, going back to her room, she went to the closet and withdrew the shoe box full of letters.  Pulling out the latest one, she carefully unfolded it and began to read it…again.

“So, what are we gonna do for your birthday,” Jeanie asked Katie as she poured a pile of ketchup on the dish beside her fries.

Katie’s eyes wandered aimlessly around the noisy and crowded school cafeteria.  Sighing, she responded despondently, “I don’t know….Without George here to spend it with me, I don’t really care what I do.”

Capping the bottle, Jeanie slammed it on the table, making Katie jump.  Staring at her lethargic friend, she lectured pointedly, “Katie, this has got to stop!”

“What?” Katie asked defensively.

Flustered, Jeanie flapped her hand in Katie’s direction, “This….that’s what.  Look, I know you miss George, but isn’t as though you’re never gonna see him again!  Hell, you’ll be with him over almost the entire Christmas break!  You used to have a life before you met him, remember?”

“I know,” Katie replied quietly, avoiding Jeanie’s stern expression.  “I just feel so…so…I don’t know…lost.  Kinda like, what am I doing here?”

“Well,” Jeanie started, tossing her napkin aside, “…that certainly doesn’t say much for me as your best friend then, does it?”

Oh great!  Katie thought to herself.  Now I’ve gone and pissed her off!  Why can’t people just understand?  “Jeanie, you’re with Mike most of the time now.”

It was Jeanie’s turn to get defensive.  “Are you telling me that you wouldn’t be spending most of your time with George if he was here?  Hell, are you saying you didn’t spend most of your time with him?”

Katie was taken back by Jeanie’s reaction.  “N-No…but I….”

“And another thing, Katie….Mike and I are always inviting you to join us when we go out.  You’re the one who turns us down!”

“Well, yes, because I don’t want to be a third wheel, Jean, but I….”

Jeanie interrupted her again, “And what about your dad?”

Confused at the mention of her father, Katie asked cluelessly, “What about him?”

“Have you any idea how worried he is about you?”

“What?”

“Do you even notice how worried he is about you?”

“I….”

“Do you even care, Katie?”

“Of course….”

“Because it seems to me that the only person in your life who seems to matter anymore is George!”

Stung by her friend’s outburst, Katie asked quietly, “I thought you liked him?” 

“Who says I don’t?  But, Katie, you haven’t been the same since that boy left town!”

“Well, what do you expect?”

“I expect you to miss him.  I even expect that you would mope around for days after he left.  But he left a month ago, and, frankly Katie, you’re becoming a real drag!”

Katie’s mind was reeling.  She knew there was truth to what Jeanie said, but the fact that her best friend would say such a thing to her left her feeling wounded.  The two girls stared at one another for several seconds.  Then Katie folded her napkin deliberately and set it beside her plate.  Rising from the table, she gathered her books, and hung her purse on her arm.  Looking down at Jeanie, she said in an even tone, “Well, I am sorry that I have been such an imposition on you, Jean.  Yes, I’m feeling down, and, for some silly reason, I thought I could talk to my best friend about it, but I see I was wrong.  You needn’t bother worrying about me any further….I won’t mention George’s name again.  In fact, I won’t mention anything again….ever.”  

As she walked away from the table, she heard Jeanie call her name, but ignored her.  She walked directly to the girl’s rest room, and, locking herself in a stall, let the tears come.  No boyfriend, no best friend, and my sixteenth birthday just weeks away!  “Sweet Sixteen” my ass!  God, why did I have to go and fall in love with a guy so far away?  Why couldn’t I find someone on my own damn continent?  This is so stupid!  For the fifteen minutes remaining of the lunch period, Katie remained in the stall feeling sorry for herself and soundlessly crying her eyes out.  When the first warning bell rang, signaling the end of lunch, she waited in the locked stall for the bathroom to empty.  When she was certain everyone was gone, she came out.  Setting her books and purse on the window ledge, she went to the sink and threw cold water on her face.  Looking in the mirror as she dried her face with the rough paper towel, she noticed just how drawn she looked.  She had always had a pale complexion, but today, it looked downright pasty - the dark circles beneath both eyes contributing to this effect.  Now, thanks to spending the last ten minutes in tears, her eyes were also red and puffy.  “If George could see you now,” she murmured sarcastically at her reflection.  She rooted in her purse for a comb, and when she found it, she ran it through her shoulder length curls.  Returning the comb to her purse, she gathered her belongings and left the bathroom.  

Just as she neared her locker, she was approached by a tall fair-haired boy. “Hi Katie!” he called to her.  

Glancing up and seeing who it was, she replied without enthusiasm, “Oh, hi Phil….”

He came and stood beside her as she exchanged her books in the locker.  “Uh…do ya have a moment, Katie?  There’s something I wanted to talk to ya about?”

“Oh yeah?” she asked disinterestedly without looking at him.  “What’s that?”

Although a bit thrown by her aloofness, Phil nervously continued.  “Well…uh…ya see…I know that the Christmas Cotillion is still a ways off, but…ummm…I was wondering, ya see…,” he took a deep breath and dove right in. “…I was wondering of you’d like to go as my date?”

Katie continued to slam books around in her locker, keeping her eyes on the task at hand.  It was quite a few moments before she replied shortly, “I have a boyfriend, Phillip.”

Phil looked at her in surprise. “You do?  I never see you with anyone.”

Slamming her locker closed, Katie leaned against it.  Looking at the other students walking to and fro in the corridor, she said, “Yeah, well, he doesn’t go to this school.”

The boy still looked puzzled, but asked, “A public school guy?”

Looking right at him now, Katie shook her head.  “No, he’s been out of school for years.”

“Years?!”

Nodding, Katie added, “He’s from England…a musician.  He’s in a pop group.”

Dismayed, he just said, “Oh….”  

“So, sorry Phil,” Katie said, not bothering to make the effort to genuinely sound sorry.  She was starting to walk away when Phil called her name.  Stopping, she turned toward him, but stayed where she was.  “What?”

“I was just thinking….If this guy’s all the way in England, then perhaps he wouldn’t mind if I escorted you to the Cotillion…you know…as a friend.”

Katie paused only for a moment, “I don’t think so, Phil.  He wouldn’t like it…and he’s fiercely jealous,” she added for good measure.  The poor boy looked so disappointed, Katie almost felt sorry for him.  Almost.

“Okay, Katie.  Well, thanks for your time,” he said sadly as he walked away.  Katie watched him for a second, then shrugging, made her way to her next class.

On her walk home from school that afternoon, she thought back to her earlier conversation with Phil.  She’d known Phillip Antonelli since first grade, and had known that he harbored a crush on her for nearly as long.  This afternoon wasn’t the first time he’d summoned the nerve to ask her on a date.  She liked Phil well enough, just not “that way.”  Still, thinking back on the way she’d treated him, she did feel bad.  She knew she really was just taking out on him her frustration with the whole George situation and her anger toward Jeanie.  Truly, she did believe that George wouldn’t like it if she attended the Cotillion with another boy, but she also knew she could have been nicer rejecting the offer.  

Right now, everything just felt wrong to her, and it was an effort being around anyone who wasn’t George.  Turning the corner onto McCann Street, she thought about how miserable she was and how far away Christmas seemed.  Hell, we haven’t even gotten to Thanksgiving yet! Or my birthday, even!  Mentally continuing to tick off all the milestones on the way to Christmas that had to pass yet, Katie ascended the steps to her front porch and reached into the box to retrieve the mail.  Her hand closed around the tell-tale thick envelope sealed with tape, George’s familiar scrawl on the outside of the envelope.  Her heart soared with excitement as she rushed in the house, dropping her school books on the coffee table in the living room.  Putting the kettle on, she ran to her room to change out her uniform and into her jeans and a t-shirt.  The water was boiled in the few minutes it took her to change.  Fixing a cup of tea, she went back to her room, and, setting the hot tea on the end table, she sprawled across the bed on her belly, a pillow propped beneath her elbows.  With an overwhelming sense of anticipation, she tore open the envelope, cursing George for the amount of tape he used to seal it.  Withdrawing the numerous pages contained within, she settled down to read it….Phil and Jeanie forgotten…guilt and anger forgotten…happy for the moment.

At around three-fifteen in the morning, the phone rang.  Katie didn’t know how long it had been ringing when she finally heard it.  Coming out of a sound sleep and feeling a bit disoriented, it took her a moment to register the sound that woke her.  Realizing it was the phone, she quickly glanced at the clock and ran to the hall to answer it.  Snatching up the receiver, Katie jokingly yelled into the phone, “George, you asshole, do have any idea what time it is?!”

“Uh…hello…?”  With a start, Katie realized it wasn’t George on the phone – the voice was distinctly American.

“Hello?” she asked in confusion.  “Who is this?”

“Uh…Is this the Kelly residence?  Kevin Kelly’s number?”

“Yes…,” Katie confirmed in bewilderment.  Who would be calling Dad at this hour while he’s at work?  Maybe they got the phone numbers mixed up.

“I see…Yes, is this Kathryn Kelly?” the voice on the line asked.

Now Katie was getting really nervous.  She’d been spending nights on her own since she was twelve years old and never once worried about her own safety, but now this guy is asking for her at three in the morning.  In a shaky voice that she tried to conceal with assertiveness, she asked, “Just who is this calling, please?”

“Ummm…Katie, my name is Bill Hogkins.  I’m the foreman at the mine…?  I…uh…I work with your father, Katie.”

“Oh…,” So why is he calling me?

“I don’t know quite how to say this….”

“Say what?”  Katie’s heart started pounding against her chest.

“Katie, there’s been an accident….”

