The Road Not Taken
by Terri

© 2011

The classroom went silent as the teacher’s expectant gaze scanned the rows. Under the scrutiny of his stare, some students looked to each other for the answer, fidgeting uncomfortably. Others averted their eyes altogether.  Few, however, garnered the nerve to simply stare back. After several minutes, he sighed in disappointment, and, leaning across his desk, he retrieved the textbook. 
“Iambic tetrameter,” he said impatiently.  “The meter in which this poem is written is…iambic tetrameter.” He wrote the term on the board as he spoke, underlining it twice for emphasis.

The sound of scribbling permeated the quiet as the students fervently jotted the correct answer in their notebooks.  

“Right, lads, since not one of you was able to identify the mere meter of this poem, I dread seeing how you do with the interpretation.  However, since I’m vastly underpaid to do just that, you will draft a five hundred word essay interpreting Robert Frost’s, ‘The Road Not Taken,’ due on my desk Monday morning.”
“Ah, Mr. Mac! You’re not really going to make us write an essay over the weekend, are you?”  one of the more brave students complained.
Grinning indulgently, “Mr. Mac” - as he was affectionately referred to by the boys - replied only somewhat facetiously, “As badly as I may feel for you boys, Cahill, I guarantee that your suffering as you write these essays will be far surpassed by my own as I read them!” Giving them a wink, he added, “….Monday morning, gentlemen….dazzle me!”

The class’ groans were overridden by the bell indicating the end of last class of the day, and to the teacher’s great relief, the end of the week.  As the teens filed out of the classroom, he quickly stuffed several folders into his briefcase, grateful that the weekend’s grading would be lighter than usual.  Then, slipping into his jacket, he fell in behind the last boy, switching off the lights and closing the door behind him.  

As he headed for the two large doors at the main entrance to the school, one of his students ran past him in an obvious hurry to get wherever he was going.  Brushing past him, the boy’s hand hit the briefcase, nearly knocking it from the teacher’s hand.  Seeing the familiar raised brow, the boy was duly chastened.  “S-Sorry, Mr. McCartney!”
“You’d do well to slow down a bit, Jessup,” the teacher warned.  Breaking into a grin, he added, “Off you go then!”
Realizing that was all the reprimand he was going to receive, the boy smiled widely in gratitude.  “Yes, sir….sorry again, sir!”

The boy jogged down the front steps and across the street to where a group his friends waited.  Watching him, the teacher smiled wistfully and mumbled to himself, “Christ! Was I really ever that young?”

Taking in a deep breath of the warm spring air, his smile widened as he proceeded down the steps and out onto Mount Street.  It was a beautiful day, the weekend had come, and he had finally gotten a date for the next night with the lovely and comely Mary McGonagall from the Maths department.  As he left the school for the weekend, Paul McCartney was in a good mood…a very good mood, indeed. 
It was rare for Paul to amble along at such a leisurely pace.  Usually, he was either rushing, preoccupied, or, on those days when the weather or his temperament demanded, on the bus.  He found an uncommon pleasure just walking along, greeting folks he passed, and stopping now and then to have a look in a shop window.
He hadn’t been walking long when he spotted a familiar figure up ahead in the distance.  Picking up his pace, he tried to close the distance a bit before calling out, “George!  George, hold up!”

Hearing someone shouting his name, George Harrison stopped and turned back.  When he saw who was jogging toward him, he broke out in a grin.  As Paul reached him, he waited for his old friend to catch his breath before asking, “Alright, Paul? Old age catching up, is it?” 

“Hey, you’re not exactly a young man yourself, Harrison!” Paul teased in reply.

“Ah, never mind, Paulie,” George said gregariously, throwing an arm about Paul’s shoulders. “Just remember, no matter hold I get, you’ll always be older!”

“Tosser!” Paul laughed.  “When the hell will you have my car ready then, eh?  Talk about growing old, I’m growing old waiting on you to finish with it!”

“Well, that’s what you get for buying a bloody Vauxhall!” George laughed.  “Whatever possessed you?  See, that’s what you get for not having me check it over first, mate!”

“Yeah, yeah….I remember, and I’d fucking well hoped you’d forgotten, mate!” Paul replied in mock-irritation.

Rolling his eyes playfully, George noted, “You may be many things, Paul, but a mechanic, you’ll never be!”

“Don’t I know it!” Paul groused. “That soddin’ car’s been sucking money from my wallet since they day I bought it!”

“Ah well, next time, eh?” George observed philosophically.
“Yeah, next time….which may be sooner than either of us think!” Paul replied.  Then, with a nod toward the pub across the street, he asked, “You have time for a pint, do you, Georgie?”

“Oh aye, I can find the time…if you’re buying!”
Paul grinned and replied sarcastically, “Don’t I always?  Can’t recall the last time you spotted me a pint!”

The two laughed and bantered affectionately like the old friends they were as they crossed the street and went into the pub, favoring a table at the back over the stools at the bar.  George took a seat while Paul went to order the drinks.  The pub wasn’t crowded and so it wasn’t long before Paul returned to the table, a pint in each hand.  Setting one in front of George, he held onto his as he took a seat and lifted his glass, “Cheers, mate!”

“Cheers,” George saluted and the two lightly touched the rim of their glasses together lightly before each taking a long pull from their drinks.

Setting the glass down, Paul wiped at the corners of his mouth with two fingers.  “So, what are you doing here anyway?  I’d have thought you’d have been busy at the garage.  You know, like fixing my car…?” he teased.

George smiled.  “Yeah.  I needed to pick up a pressie for my Lizzie.”

Paul’s face brightened.  “Oh, right!  She’s a birthday coming up, hasn’t she?”

George nodded and took another swig from his pint.  “The party’s next Saturday.  You’re coming, aren’t you?”

“Are you joking?  I wouldn’t miss it!”

“Oh yes, it’s the affair of the year, don’t you know!” George said with a laugh.

“So, how is it that you’re getting the gift?  I’d have thought Bernadette would be better suited to the task.”

George appeared to grow somewhat self-conscious suddenly. Shrugging, he said, “Yeah, well….there’s already the gift from both Bernie and me, but I wanted to get Liz something special, you know?  Something just from her da.”

Paul’s brows rose in surprise….he’d never known George to be the sentimental sort.

“After all, it’s not every day a girl turns sixteen,” George clarified a bit sadly.

Paul nodded thoughtfully.  “No, I suppose not.”  Raising his glass again, he toasted, “To Lizzie then!”

George laughed appreciatively, raising his own glass.  “To Lizzie!”

“So, what did you get her?” Paul asked.

“I don’t have it just yet….it had to be ordered.”

“Oh! Well, what did you order?”

George grinned proudly. “A guitar!”

“Really?” Paul exclaimed in surprise.  “I didn’t know Lizzie played!”

George took another sip from his pint, and shook his head. “She’s not been playing for long…a few months, perhaps.  She just came to me one day with an old beat up Aria acoustic of Ian’s and asked me to show her a few things on it.  I showed her some basic chords…you know.  Well, one day I’m passing her bedroom and I hear her playing.  And Paul, she was rather good!  So I pulled out my old guitar – you know that cheap piece of shit I used to play at the Jac - and we played a bit together.  I just reckoned that after all her practicing and such, she could use a good guitar,” he finished with a shrug.
“What did you get her?”

Lowering his voice conspiratorially, George replied, “A Yamaha.”

Paul’s brow flew up in surprise.  “Oooh!  That had to leave you skint! What’s Bernadette say about it?”

“Er, she doesn’t know…exactly,” George mumbled into his drink.

“Oh no!” Paul winced.

“Well, it’s a surprise!” George cried defensively.

Laughing, Paul warned, “Aye, so’s the thumping Bernie’s going to give you when she finds out how much you paid for that guitar!”
“Ah well,” George shrugged in resignation.  “It will be worth just to see the look on Lizzie’s face!” 

A moment’s silence passed before Paul shook his head and said softly, “I can’t believe Ian and Lizzie are almost grown!  Teenagers! Funny that, I was just wondering to myself earlier if I’d ever been that young….you know?”

“Yeah?  I do that quite often!” George said with a smile.  “Usually right after Ian has done something particularly barmy!”

“Like father, like son, eh?”

“Don’t remind me!”

“I remember well!”  Paul laughed along with George. “I’ll tell you now, the apple hasn’t fallen far from the tree!”

 Ian Harrison was two months shy of his eighteenth birthday and, though a good lad, he frequently found himself in the midst of some sort of mischief and trouble.  Paul had taught George’s boy a couple of years prior and knew that George and Bernadette Harrison had received more than their share of phone calls “inviting” them to the headmaster’s office to discuss something Ian had done.  There were times when Paul truly felt sorry for his old mate.  Even so, for all the trouble he knew kids could be, there was still a part of him that mourned the fact he’d never had any.  
After his ex-wife, Dot, had lost the baby, there were so many medical complications that she couldn’t conceive another. They’d talked about adoption many times, but, somehow, neither of one of them ever summoned the initiative to do anything about it.  Then, after twelve years of marriage, Dot had seemingly tired of both Paul and provincial life and took off to London with an unemployed musician.  When Paul discovered that she’d petitioned for divorce, he was neither surprised nor sorry, finding bachelorhood surprisingly agreeable.  He seldom lacked female companionship, primarily of the physical variety.  Still, every now and then, especially in the early morning hours when sleep eluded him, he’d long for something more…a woman who’d be a true companion in every sense, not just sexually, but emotionally and intellectually as well….and, if she shared his passion for music, all the better.  Thus far, unfortunately, his dream woman had not materialized, and so Paul McCartney had evolved into what was popularly known as a “serial dater.”
He could still recall with total clarity the day Dot had tearfully informed him that she’d fallen pregnant.  She was only sixteen, and, having left school, was clerking at a bank.  Paul, who was himself was only seventeen, was preparing for his A levels at the Inney and playing sporadic gigs with a rock and roll band who came to call themselves the Beatles.  When the young couple confessed to their parents, the reactions couldn’t have been more different.  Dot’s mother was beside herself worrying about the scandal her daughter’s condition would cause. When Paul told his father, however, Jim McCartney quickly set about putting it all to rights.  The teens wed at the local registry office, residing afterward in the McCartney home to await the birth of their child.  Nearly two weeks after the wedding, however, Dot had awakened Paul in the middle of the night, complaining of severe cramping.  When he’d pulled back the bed covers to help Dot dress for the trip to the hospital, he thought he’d faint from the sight of the bright red blood that had soaked the mattress.  Jim had driven the panicked couple to hospital, and, shortly after arriving, the doctor confirmed what they already knew….Dot had lost the baby.
They returned to the house on Frothlin Road, and, shortly afterward, Paul secured a position at Massey & Coggins, a coil-winding factory, where he had been initially employed to sweep floors.  His employer, however, recognized Paul’s talent and intellect, and, insisting that he was “management material,” promoted him to shop manager.  The promotion included a healthy pay rise that allowed Paul to resume his studies at university, which led to his employment on the faculty at the Liverpool Institute.  It wasn’t long afterward that he and Dot had saved enough for their own home, and so it was that, just over three years after their impromptu wedding, Paul and Dorothy McCartney moved into the home they’d share for the remainder of their married life, planning to begin the family that would never come.
Waving a hand in front of Paul’s face, George asked, “What are you thinking so hard on, Paul?”

Coming to, Paul shook his head and smiled.  “Nothing really.”
“Lost in another world, you were!” George laughed.

Toying with his cocktail napkin absently, Paul shrugged.  “I was just…remembering…things,” he said hesitantly.

Curious, George asked, “What sort of things?”

Waving his hand dismissively, Paul avoided George’s eyes as he answered, “Ah, you know…past things.  Dot, the baby, my dad,” he listed, then shot a quick glance at George to gauge his reaction as he included, “…the Beatles….” 

“Oh them!” George joked. “Good riddance to bad rubbish!”
“Yeah,” Paul grinned.  “But really….what about it, George?  Do you ever wonder?”

“Oh sure….I wonder, I wonder all the time!  I wonder at the fact that a looker like Mary McGonagall agreed to a date with a berk like you!”

The two men laughed.  “Nah, you know what I’m talking about.  Do you ever wonder what might have happened if we’d stuck it out with the band?”

George eyed Paul warily.  “This again, Paul? You’re starting to sound like him!”

It took Paul a moment to realize who the “him” was that George was referring to.  “Well, what of it?  Did it never occur to you he might have been right?”

Shaking his head, George answered somberly, “No good thinking like that, Paul!  It was all well and good when we were kids.  It was a laugh, a lark…but then we had to grow up some and make grown up choices, you know?  And that’s what we did, Paul.”  Taking a pull from his pint, he swallowed and continued, “You can’t go back and do it differently, so what’s the point in dwelling on it?”

Paul gave him a wry grin.  “Becoming quite the fatalist, aren’t you, son?”

George sighed and draped his arm over the back of the chair next to him.  “Nah, just being a realist, mate!”

Leaning forward in his chair, Paul pressed dubiously, “So, you’re saying you’ve never even given it a second thought?  Never wondered for a moment what might have been?  Never wondered if perhaps John had been right, and we could have made it?”
Knowing he was caught out, George grinned sheepishly.  “Well, yeah….of course I have!” he finally admitted.

Triumphantly, Paul laughed loudly.  “I knew it! I just fucking knew it!” he cried, drawing a few stares from the other patrons.  Hoisting his pint, he paused to peer narrowly at George.  “And here’s you always trying to make me feel as if I’m going soft!  Tosser!” he laughed again before guzzling at least a quarter of his second pint, starting to feel the effects of the alcohol.

The laughter faded and the two went quiet again, each lost in his own memories.  “You know, we were good, George,” Paul said, “…good enough to at least have had a hit or two.”

“We were a good for Merseyside, Paul,” George countered.  “I’m not so sure we would’ve made it bigger than that.”

“John thought so,” Paul murmured sullenly.
“Aye, and look where it got him,” George reminded his old friend sternly.  

“Yeah, I know,” Paul allowed grudgingly.  “…but music was all John knew.  He was never able to put another band together that was even half as good or as popular as the Beatles, and it killed him!”

“No, Paul,” George said ominously. ”The drink killed John.”  Pausing he added, “Or really, if we’re being completely honest….John killed John….him and foolish dreams of the Beatles making it big!”
“True enough,” Paul agreed sadly.  “I’d never known such a brilliant, mad, self-destructive person in all my life.”

“He couldn’t let go of it,” George shrugged.  “There were no second choices for John.  If he couldn’t be ‘Elvis’ then he’d be nothing at all, and that’s what he ended up being, Paul.”

“Ah, don’t say that, George!  He was alright, John was…just a bit – I don’t know – lost, I suppose.  But you’re right on that account, it was music or nothing.”

“Do you remember how he went mad, blaming us all for ruing it when we refused to take that Hamburg gig Alan Williams was pushing on us?  Christ, he acted like Hamburg was going to make us stars or sommat! He only got worse after Stu died. ”

Paul nodded in agreement.  “Like he had something to prove.”

George lifted the glass to his mouth, pausing to say, “He should’ve stayed with Cyn.  At least she took proper care of him.”

Paul looked at George quizzically.  “I never understood that.”

“What?”

“Why on earth she stayed with him through all the drinking and other women – and him on the dole more often than he was off it - only to leave him after twenty years!  I never could reckon that one!”

“Perhaps she was just waiting until Jules was grown…?” George offered.

Paul considered the idea.  “Yeah, perhaps.”

George smiled and asked, “Do you remember all the songs you and John wrote together?  Whatever happened to that notebook, Paul?  Do you still have it?”

Grinning, Paul replied, “Oh, I’m sure I must have it hidden away somewhere!  Hey, do you remember that song you and I wrote?”

“Sure, it was the first ‘original’ the Beatles did!”

“Christ, what was it called?”
“’In Spite of All the Danger.’”

“Yeah!” Paul said, slapping the table gleefully. “That’s it!  Do you remember how it went?”

George looked to the ceiling, trying to remember, “Er, yeah….”  He sang, ‘In spite of all the danger….er, da, da, da, da, da, da….’”

Paul’s eyes brightened and he joined in, harmonizing, “’I’ll do anything for you, anything you want me to, if you’ll be true to me….’”

When they could manage no further, they gave up, laughing.
Growing animated, George straightened in his seat and asked excitedly, “Or, what was that rocker you wrote about Iris?  Something about standing around?”

Irritated, Paul huffed, “No, no!  It was ‘I Saw Her Standing There’!”

“That’s right!  That was a good one!”

Grinning madly, Paul started to sing, “’Well she was just seventeen, never been a beauty queen, and the way she looked was way beyond compare….’”

George joined in, singing the harmony that John used to sing with Paul a lifetime ago.  “’Now I’ll never dance with another….Oh, when I saw her standing there.’”

They broke up in laughter again, oblivious to the looks they were drawing.

“Ah, it wasn’t all bad, Georgie!” Paul said with a wide grin. “See, we had some right good times, so we did!”

His smile turning somewhat sad, George replied poignantly, “I know that, Paul, and I never thought it was bad.  It’s just…life…you know?  We grew up….I grew up, and it was time to let go of the Beatles and the clubs and pulling birds and playing gigs in places like Toxteth and Huyton where we’d have our arses kicked by the local Teds for shite pay!  It was fun while we did it, Paul, but it was just time to grow up!”
Paul nodded wordlessly, wondering what he could say, after all.  George was right, and he knew that.  However, he also knew that, for John, his leaving the Beatles had been the final betrayal.  John had already been miffed that the time Paul could give to the band was curtailed by his studies, job, and Dot….but, when Paul told John that he had to quit, it was as though a light went out behind John’s eyes, and he was never the same.  For years after, whenever Paul would run into John, they’d both relive that betrayal all over again.  John would have already been well on his way to drinking himself legless, as usual, and Paul, taking pity - or perhaps feeling guilty - would try to slip him some money, encouraging him to go have a meal, to get himself home to Cynthia and Julian.  No matter where they were or how much time had passed, the encounter always ended the same.  In a drunken rage, John would rant at Paul, swearing that the Beatles could have made it, and that it was Paul’s fault they hadn’t.  So many times, Paul simply had to turn his back and walk away, the sound of John’s painful recriminations slowly fading with each step he took.  One Christmas, he’d come home to find Dot in tears.  Cynthia had phoned to tell them that John’s lifeless body had been pulled from the Mersey.  They were never to know whether it had been an accident or suicide, but Paul had his suspicion, and he was fairly certain that George did as well.
Had Paul known for a fact that success for the Beatles had been the pipedream George insisted it was, perhaps it all wouldn’t haunt him so.  “But we were good,” Paul affirmed softly.

“Okay, Paul, we were good,” George laughed sardonically.  “So what? So were about half of the other three hundred bands on Merseyside!  Besides, as good as we were, we weren’t the best.”
Paul’s eyebrows flew up in surprise.  “No?  Who then?”

“If anyone was going to make it big, it would have been the Hurricanes,” George stated decisively.

“You’re daft!” Paul scoffed.

Shaking his head slowly, George insisted, “Straight up!”

“Rory’s band?” Paul asked incredulously.

“That’s right.”

“We were better than them!  Fuck, the Pacemakers were better than them!”

It was George’s turn to scoff.  “We were better than the Pacemakers!”

“Aye, and we were better than the Hurricanes, as well!”

“Nah, you’re wrong, Paul,” George argued before brightening and saying, “That reminds me….I ran into Ritch Starkey last week!”

“Ritch Starkey? Whose he?” 

“You know him!  The drummer for the Hurricanes….bearded fellow….drove a Zephyr….remember?”

Paul snapped his fingers. “Oh yeah!  Used to call himself Ringo….Ringo Starr, right?”

“Yeah, yeah, that’s him!  Well, Bernie gets her hair done at the beauty parlor run by Ritchie and his wife, Maureen --”
“Ooohhh….I remember her!” Paul said with a cocky grin.  “She used to come see us play when she was just a little slip of a girl….she was a bit of alright!  Hey, do you remember the night she ran up and kissed me when her mates dared her to?”

George laughed at the memory.  “Yeah!  But once she started going about with Ritch though, that was it!  She only had eyes for him!  Still does by my reckoning….you should’ve seen the two of them together last week.  He couldn’t do enough for her!  ‘You want me to sweep up this hair for you, Mo?  Fancy a cuppa, luv?  Here, the next one can wait a minute, can’t you Missus?’” He imitated the drummer as Paul laughed appreciatively.  “Nah, seriously though, it’s nice they’re still like that after all this time!” George allowed.

“Well, what about you and Bernadette, George?  You two have been married more than twenty years now….you’re doing alright, yeah?”

George shrugged.  “We’ve had our ups and downs like any married couple, but I know I’d be lost without her,” he admitted honestly, adding a gruff, “Just don’t let her know I said so, right?  The woman’s unbearable as it is!”

Smiling, Paul teased, “No worries, mate!  Besides, it will give me something to hold over your head!”

“Ta!” George quipped with a roll of his eyes.  Remembering suddenly, he asked, “Do you ever see Pete these days?”
Paul finished the swallow of bitter he’d just sipped and answered with another question.  “Pete Best, you mean?”

George nodded.

“Fancy me ‘meeting’ the inimitable Peter Best anywhere!” Paul replied mockingly.  “You may not have noticed, George, but Pete Best doesn’t exactly rub elbows with commoners like us!”

Grinning, George asked, “He’s much too refined these days, eh?”

“Yeah,” Paul laughed, “No one would ever believe now that we all pissed against the same buildings or enjoyed the occasional knee-trembler within a few feet of each other!”

“How did a wanker like him manage to make all that money while you and I slave for our wages?”

“Reckon old Pete inherited his mum’s talent for making money!  Remember? She bought that house in West Derby with her winnings on a horse, and then made the basement the Casbah!  Who but Mona Best would ever think of running a club out of their home?”
“Didn’t she end up marrying that fellow who used to drive us to gigs in his van?” George asked.

“Neil-something-or-other…yeah, she did,” Paul replied, nodding.  “…left her husband for him….word is the youngest boy is his.”

Grinning, George shook his head in disbelief.  “He was our age, wasn’t he?”

“Yeah, but, then again, Mona was quite a looker!  She always seemed younger than she was.  She really enjoyed having the kids about in the Casbah.”
“It boggles the mind to think of all the kids we stuffed into that small basement!” George laughed.  “Can you imagine if there’s been a fire or something?”

“Yeah, I know….but she did it, old Mona did, and she made money at it!  Pete’s got her savvy for numbers!”

“Reckon he’s just as glad he didn’t stay a Beatle,” George observed wryly. “So what exactly does he do for his money?”
“Realty…development,” Paul answered, explaining, “He buys old places – most of them over on the Wirral - fixes them up, and sells them at a profit.”

“Lucky bastard!” George mumbled into his drink. Raising his head, he winked at Paul and asked cheekily, “Think he calls Neil ‘Dad’?”  prompting an irreverent round of giggles.
Turning serious then, Paul asked, “How’s your dad doing, by the way, George?  Doing any better?”

“Ah, he’s an old man, Paul,” George sighed, replying pragmatically, “He’s doing okay for someone who survived a heart attack at his age, mind you….getting about on his own and such….but he’s finished with the garage, I’m afraid.  It’s just me, Pete, and Harry running it now.  Dad’s never been one to just take it easy, so that’s been hard on him…it’s left him rather maudlin most days.  When Mum passed, he lost a bit of his old spark, but this has really taken the wind out of his sails.  I don’t think we’ll have him around much longer, really.”

“I’m sorry, George,” Paul offered sincerely.  It had nearly devastated him losing his own dad to a heart attack almost two years prior.  The one that had finally taken Jim McCartney had actually been his second.  Like Harry Harrison, Senior, Jim needed quite a bit of care as he convalesced following his first heart attack.  Dot had been long gone by then, leaving only Paul’s brother, Mike, Mike’s wife, and Paul himself.  Mike’s children were either away at school or moved out of the area, and, with all three adults working during the day, the burden of Jim’s care became virtually unmanageable.  So it was that, against every instinct, the McCartney sons moved their father into a nursing home, and it was there that he died nearly eight months later.
George must have been thinking about Paul’s father as well as he said, “Ah, well! At least we’ve family to look after him.  It could be worse!”
Sighing deeply, Paul noted, “That’ll be us soon enough, George!  It will be your kids and my nieces and nephews deciding where to leave our old broken carcasses, arguing about who gets to feed us our pureed lamb and wipe drool from our chins and shit from our arses!”

“You’re really making me look forward to retirement now, Paul!” George offered wryly.

“Well, we only go around once, George, and we’re no longer young men!”  Sighing again, Paul propped his chin on his hand, staring out, but seeing nothing.  “I reckon that’s why I’ve been thinking about the past so much lately.  I realize that my life is more than half over, that there are choices that have come and passed and will never come again, and that those choices are getting fewer and fewer as time moves on.”
“Cor, mate, have another pint!” George laughed.  “If you get any happier, you’ll be walking in front of a bus on your way home!”

Giving George a chastened smile, Paul said, “Sorry, George.”  After a moment, he said, “You know, Albert Einstein had a theory.  Shortly after he wrote about wormholes and time travel and such, he theorized that there are actually millions of universes, with millions of versions of all the people who ever were or ever will be, and, in each universe, we live the life that came about as a consequence of a choice we made.  I’d like to think that maybe, just maybe, there’s a universe where we stayed Beatles….we stuck it out and became famous and wealthy and made some fantastic music that people the world over fell in love with.
“Would that make you feel better?”

“Yeah….yeah, it would.”

“Why?”

“Because I’d know that at least somewhere out there, we did it, we made the right choice.”

“The right choice? You’re saying you made the wrong choice?”

“Oh no!” Paul quickly amended.  “No, but in this other universe, see….Dot never fell preggers, and so, we never married, I didn’t feel forced to take that job down the docks or go on to uni or become a teacher --”
“You’d have been a rich and famous Beatle,” George teased.

“As would you!”  Paul quipped in mock-indignation.
Contemplating the glass before him for a moment, George sighed and answered, “I reckon you just remember it more fondly than I do.”
Laughing, Paul challenged, “I certainly would never have guessed that back then, George.  Not with the way you’d follow John and Cyn about, just waiting for him to get worn down enough that he’d let you into the band!”

George, too, laughed at the memory.  “I did though, didn’t I?”

“You were desperate for it!”

The two lapsed into a comfortable silence, interrupted only when George looked at his wristwatch.  “Bloody hell!  I’ve got to get home.”

“What time is it?”

“Half-six!  Bernie will have had tea laid out already!”

Grinning, Paul waned, “She won’t be best pleased I’ve kept you!  I learned long ago not to piss that woman off!”

“True enough!” George replied.  “You’ve not eaten yet, Paul, why don’t you join us?”

“Ah, I don’t want to just be popping up!”

“Nah, it will be fine. Bernie always makes more than enough, and she’d be dead chuffed seeing you!” George pressed.
“You’re certain it’s okay?”

“Yeah!  Of course I am!”

“Alright then, ta, Georgie….but don’t think I don’t know you’re only asking me so you won’t get a right telling off!”

“You’re bring there wouldn’t stop her, if fact, she’ll likely to do the same to you!” George laughed.  “Right then, drink up!”

Paul lifted the glass and hesitated.  Extending it in a toast, he offered, “To lost friends and foolish youth!”

Hoisting his glass toward Paul, George smiled crookedly, “To the Beatles….”
Smiling sadly at his old friend, Paul echoed, “…the Beatles!”

“Right then lads, let’s take a look at this last stanza….”  Balancing the book in one hand, the other casually stuffed in his pocket, Paul walked the length of the classroom near the windows as he read aloud….

“I shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I,
I took the one less traveled by,
And that has made all the difference.”
He paused then, nudged by a distant memory as he glanced out the window at the same yard where he and George whiled away so many hours playing their guitars and larking about, waiting for their opportunity to sneak off the Art School in search of John and Stu.  
We were so young then with no idea we’d never be that young again….our hopes and dreams as big as the Mersey itself!  
“…and that has made all the difference…,” he whispered sadly to the ghost-like reflection of the middle-aged man in the window, starting in surprise when he felt a single tear slip down his cheek.  Discreetly, he raised his hand to his face and brushed it away.  Then, forcing a smile, he snapped the book closed, and, turned back toward the class.
“Okay boys….let’s talk about Robert Frost’s poem….”

The End
