

[image: ]




[image: ]




For my son, Julian, and for John’s sisters, Julia and Jacqui,
all three of whom have had to cope with the pain that being
part of the Lennon legend imposed

And for my husband, Noel, with love and thanks




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Thank you to my family, my parents, Charles and Lilian Powell, and brothers, Tony and Charles, for giving me the love and grounding that helped me survive the roller-coaster ride my life has turned out to be.

Also to my son, Julian, my best friend and the love of my life, who has never failed to support me in every possible way.

Heartfelt thanks to all the friends who have stood by me through thick and thin, giving me sound advice, laughter and unwavering support, especially Phyl, my soul sister.

Thanks also to Julia Baird for your memories and your friendship and to my sisters-in-law, Marjorie and Penny.

Warm thanks to my editor, Caro Handley, for holding my hand through every step of the joy and the pain of writing this book—I couldn’t have done it without you.

Also to everyone at Hodder and Stoughton, especially Rowena Webb, Briar Silich and Kerry Hood, for guiding me so smoothly, with humor and generosity, through what could have been a rocky passage.

Grateful thanks to John Cousins, my business manager and friend, for planting the seed of the book and whose advice and encouragement has been invaluable. Also to Celia Quantrill, for so much superb research.

Finally, love and special thanks to Noel, my husband, whose constant love and support has been with me through my darkest moments and greatest joys.

Thank you all for encircling my life.


FOREWORD
by Julian Lennon

Growing up as John Lennon’s son has been a rocky path. All my life I’ve had people coming up to me saying “I loved your dad.” I always have very mixed feelings when I hear this. I know that Dad was an idol to millions who grew up loving his music and his ideals. But to me he wasn’t a musician or a peace icon, he was the father I loved and who let me down in so many ways. After the age of five, when my parents separated, I saw him only a handful of times, and when I did he was often remote and intimidating. I grew up longing for more contact with him but felt rejected and unimportant in his life.

Dad was a great talent, a remarkable man who stood for peace and love in the world. But at the same time he found it very hard to show any peace and love to his first family—my mother and me. In many accounts of Dad’s life, Mum and I are either dismissed or at best treated as insignificant bit players, which is sadly something that continues to this day. Yet Mum was his first real love and she was with him for half his adult life, from art college to the genesis of the Beatles to their overwhelming worldwide success. That’s why I’m so happy that she’s decided to write her side of the story. For far too long now, Mum has put up with being relegated to a puff of smoke in Dad’s life and that simply is not the truth. Now it’s time to set the record straight. There’s so much that has never been said, so many tales that have never been told. If there is to be a balanced picture of Dad’s life, then Mum’s side of the story is long overdue.

I’m immensely proud of her. She’s always been there for me; she was the one who kept it all together, taught me what matters in life and stayed strong when our world was crumbling. While Dad was fast becoming one of the wealthiest men in his field, Mum and I had very little and she was going out to work to support us. Mum has always acted with dignity and I have her to thank for who I am. I love her honesty and her courage, and I know it’s taken a great deal of both for her to write her story. That’s why I offer her my full support and recommend this book to anyone who wants to know the truth, the real truth, about Dad’s life.

2005


INTRODUCTION

For ten years I shared my life with a man who was a huge figure in his lifetime, and who has become a legend since his death. Through the years in which the Beatles came together and went on to delight and astound the world, I was with him, sharing the highs and lows of his public and private lives.

Since John’s death I’ve watched shelves full of books come and go, most by people who never knew him and who painted a one-sided, flawed picture of him and of our relationship. Many consigned me to a brief walk-on part in John’s life, notable only because we had a son. I was usually dismissed as the impressionable young girl who fell for him, then trapped him into marriage.

That was a long way from the truth. I was at John’s side throughout the most exciting, extraordinary and eventful ten years of his life. It was a time when he was at his creative best. A time when he was witty, passionate, honest and open, when he loved his family and loved the Beatles. A time before drugs and fame led him toward the destruction of so much that he had valued.

After my marriage to John fell apart I tried to escape the world of celebrity and the Lennon label by going off to find my own life. I wanted security for our son, and a life that was real and purposeful, out of the limelight. Both my privacy and my dignity were important to me, so I preferred to let others do the talking.

But somehow I was never able to escape completely. The public interest always caught up with me and I was frequently sought out for various Beatles-related projects, interviews or books. Far from fading, fascination with the Beatles, and John in particular, increased over the years.

In the early days I said no to most of the offers and requests I received. But in the end I realized there was no escaping the Lennon legend, or that I had been a part of it. So occasionally, when the project was worthwhile or I needed to earn a living, I said yes to the requests and opportunities that came my way. I even talked about my relationship with John a few times—which I had refused to do for several years after we split up. I wrote a book back in the seventies, and after John’s death I helped out with a biography about him and gave a couple of magazine interviews.

What I never did was tell the full and truthful story of my life with John. After our divorce I was so desperately hurt, angry and lost that the only way I could cope was to push my feelings to one side and try to detach myself from them. I succeeded so well that whenever I talked about John and our split I sounded calm, rational, accepting and even cheerful. “Oh, well, these things happen” was the approach I adopted. But, of course, the pain of the break-up stayed with me, even though I buried it as deeply as I could.

Now the time has come when I feel ready to tell the truth about John and me, our years together and the years since his death. There is so much that I have never said, so many incidents I have never spoken of and so many feelings I have never expressed: great love on one hand; pain, torment and humiliation on the other. Only I know what really happened between us, why we stayed together, why we parted, and the price I paid for having been John’s wife.

Why now? Because, having tried to live an ordinary life for so many years since John and I parted, I have come to realize that I will always be known as John’s first wife. And because I also have a powerful story to tell, which is part of John’s history.

John was an extraordinary man. Our relationship has shapedy much of my life. I have always loved him and never stopped grieving for him. That’s why I want to tell the real story of the real John—the infuriating, lovable, sometimes cruel, funny, talented and needy man who made such an impact on the world. John believed in the truth and he would want nothing less.


1

One early December afternoon in 1980 my friend Angie and I were in the little bistro we ran in north Wales, putting up the Christmas decorations. It was a cold, dark afternoon, but the atmosphere inside was bright and warm. We’d opened a bottle of wine and were hanging baubles on the tree and festive pictures on the walls. Laughing, we pulled a cracker and the toy inside fell onto the floor. I bent to pick it up and shivered when I saw it was a small plastic gun. It seemed horribly out of place among the tinsel and paper chains.

The next day I went to stay with my friend Mo Starkey in London. I couldn’t really spare the time during the busy pre-Christmas season, but my lawyer had insisted I go to sign some legal papers, so I took the train, planning to return the following day. I left my husband and Angie to look after things in my absence. Angie was the ex-wife of Paul McCartney’s brother, Mike, and after her marriage broke up she’d come to work for us, living in the small flat above the bistro.

It was always good to see Mo. We’d been friends since 1962, when I was John’s girlfriend and she was the teenage fan who fell in love with Ringo at the Cavern. Ringo and Mo had married eighteen months after us, and in the days when the Beatles were traveling all over the world, she and I had spent a lot of time together. Her oldest son, Zak, was fifteen, a year and a half younger than my son Julian, and the boys had always been playmates.

When Mo and Ringo parted in 1974 she had been so heartbroken that she got on a motorbike and drove it straight into a brick wall, badly injuring herself. She had been in love with him since she was fifteen and his public appearances with his new girlfriend, American actress Nancy Andrews, had devastated her.

After the split Mo, still only twenty-seven, had moved into a house in the London neighborhood Maida Vale with her three children, Zak, eight, Jason, six, and Lee, three. Because of the injuries she’d received in the motorbike accident she had plastic surgery on her face and was delighted with the result, which she felt made her look better than she had before. Gradually she’d begun to get over Ringo, and she had a brief fling with George Harrison before she began to see Isaac Tigrett, millionaire owner of the Hard Rock Café chain.

The evening I arrived Mo had her usual houseful of people. Her mother, Flo, lived with her, as well as the children and their nanny. Mo always had an open house and that evening some old friends of ours, Jill and Dale Newton, had joined us for dinner. The nanny had cooked a huge meal, and later, Jill and Dale, Maureen and I sat over a couple of bottles of wine and talked about old times. After a while the conversation turned to the death of Mal Evans, the Beatles’ former road manager. Mal had been a giant of a man, generous and softhearted. We’d known him since the early days when he’d worked for the post office and moonlighted as a bouncer at the Cavern Club. When the Beatles began to be successful they took him on to work for them.

Mal had been a faithful friend to the boys and was especially close to John: they got on incredibly well and, with the Beatles’ other loyal roadie, Neil Aspinall, he had been on every tour, organizing, trouble-shooting, protecting and looking after them.

When the Beatles broke up Mal had been lost. He’d gone to live in Los Angeles where he began drinking and taking drugs. It was there, on January 4, 1976, that the police had been called by his girlfriend during a row. She claimed that Mal had pulled a gun on her, and when they burst into the apartment the officers found Mal holding a gun. Apparently he pointed it at them before they shot him. It was only after he died that they found the gun wasn’t loaded. It was a tragic story, and we could only imagine that Mal had been under the influence of drugs. The Mal we knew could no more have shot someone than flown to the moon. Whatever the true story, his death had shocked us all and that night, our talk around Mo’s fireplace was of what a good man he had been and how awful his premature death was. To us, the idea of being shot was almost unimaginable—how could it have happened to such a good friend?

After a while I went to bed. I knew the others would carry on talking and drinking until the early hours, but I wanted a good night’s sleep as I had to get up early in the morning to catch the train home.

I was asleep in the spare room when screams woke me. It took me a few seconds to realize that they were Mo’s. At that moment she burst into my room: “Cyn, John’s been shot. Ringo’s on the phone—he wants to talk to you.”

I don’t remember getting out of bed and going down the stairs to the phone. But Ringo’s words, the sound of his tearful voice crackling over the transatlantic line, was crystal clear: “Cyn, I’m so sorry, John’s dead.”

The shock engulfed me like a wave. I heard a raw, tearing sob and, with that strange detachment that sudden shock can trigger, realized I was making the noise. Mo took the phone, said good-bye to Ringo, then put her arms around me. “I’m so sorry, Cyn,” she sobbed.

In my stunned state I had only one clear thought. My son—our son—was at home in bed: I had to get back so that I could tell him about his father’s death. He was seventeen and history was repeating itself in a hideous way: both John and I had lost a parent at that age.

I rang my husband and told him I was on the way and not to tell Julian what had happened. My marriage—the third—had been strained for some time and, in my heart of hearts, I knew it was going to end, but he was supportive. “Of course,” he said. “I’ll do my best to keep it from him.” By the time I was dressed and had gathered my things, Mo had organized a car and a driver to take me to Wales. She insisted on coming too, with Zak. “I’ll bring Julian back to stay with us if he needs to get away from the press,” she promised.

John had been shot in New York at 10:50 p.m. on December 8. The time difference meant it was 3:50 a.m. on December 9 in Britain. Ringo had rung us barely two hours after it had happened, and we were on the road by seven. It was a four-hour drive to north Wales, and during the journey I stared out of the window in the gray dawn and thought of John.

In the jumble of thoughts whirring around my mind two kept recurring. The first was that nine had always been a significant number for John. He was born on October 9 and so was his second son, Sean. His mother had lived at number 9; when we met my house number had been 18 (the two digits of which add up to 9) and the hospital address Julian was born in was number 126 (again, each digit adds up to 9). Brian Epstein had first heard the Beatles play on the ninth of the month, they had got their first record contract on the ninth and John had met Yoko on the ninth. The number had cropped up in John’s life in numerous other ways, so much so that he wrote three songs around it—“One After 909,” “Revolution 9” and “#9 Dream.” Now he had died on the ninth—an astonishing coincidence by any reckoning.

My second thought was that for the past fourteen years John had lived with the fear that he would be shot. In 1966 he’d received a letter from a psychic, warning that he would be shot while he was in the States. We were both upset by that: the Beatles were about to do their last tour of the States and, of course, we thought the warning referred to that trip. He had just made his infamous remark about the Beatles being more popular than Christ and the world was in an uproar about it—crank letters and warnings arrived by every post. But that one had stuck in his mind.

Afraid as he was, he went on the tour, and apologized reluctantly for the remark. When he got home in one piece we were both relieved. But the psychic’s warning remained in his mind and from then on it seemed that he was looking over his shoulder, waiting for the gunman to appear. He often used to say, “I’ll be shot one day.” Now, unbelievably, tragically, he had been.

We reached Ruthin by mid-morning, and as we rounded the corner into what was normally a sleepy little town, my heart sank. There was no way that my husband could have kept the news from Julian: the town was packed with press. Dozens of photographers and reporters filled the square, the streets to our house and the bistro.

Amazingly we managed to park a few streets away and slip in through the back door, without being spotted by the crowd at the front. Inside my husband was pacing up and down restlessly. My mother, who lived above the bistro with Angie, was peering anxiously at the crowd from behind a drawn curtain. She was seventy-seven and suffering from the early stages of Alzheimer’s. Confused by the crowds outside, she had no idea what was going on.

I looked at my husband, the question unspoken. Did Julian know? He nodded toward the stairs. A minute later Julian came running down. I held out my arms to him. He came over to me and his lanky teenage frame crumpled into my lap. He wrapped his arms around my neck and sobbed onto my shoulder. I hugged him and we cried together, both heartbroken at the awful, pointless waste that his father’s death represented.

Mo had busied herself making tea, while Zak sat quietly nearby, not knowing what to say or do. While we drank the tea we talked about what to do. Maureen offered to take Julian back to London, but he said, “I want to go to New York, Mum. I want to be where Dad was.” Although the idea alarmed me, I understood.

Maureen and Zak hugged us and left, then Julian and I went up to the bedroom to ring Yoko. We were put straight through to her, and she agreed that she would like Julian to join her. She said she would organize a flight for him that afternoon. I told her I was worried about the state he was in, but Yoko made it clear that I was not welcome. “It’s not as though you’re an old schoolfriend of mine, Cynthia.” It was blunt, but I accepted it: there is no place for an ex-wife in public grieving.

A couple of hours later my husband and I drove Julian to Manchester airport. The press spotted us as we left home, but when they saw our faces they drew back and let us pass. I was grateful. We sat through the two-hour drive in virtual silence. I was exhausted by the depth of my emotions and by the need to hold back my pain and attend to the necessary practicalities, for Julian’s sake.

At the airport I watched him being led off by a flight attendant, his shoulders bowed, his face chalk white. I knew he would sit on the plane surrounded by people reading newspapers with headlines about his father’s death splashed across their front pages and I longed to run after him. Before he disappeared through the gate he turned back and waved. He looked painfully young and I ached at having to let him go.

Back in Wales the press was still camped outside our door in huge numbers—there wasn’t a spare room left in town. Years later, when she was hosting the British talk show This Morning, Judy Finnegan told me that she had been a young reporter among that throng. “I felt for you,” she told me. “You looked absolutely shattered.”

I was furious when my husband let one of the more persuasive journalists, a man who said he was writing a book about John, into our home. Later he claimed that I gave him a lengthy interview, but in fact I said just a few words, then asked him to leave. I was in no state and no mood to give an interview. I fell into bed and lay, numb and exhausted, too wrung out for any more tears, trying to take in the enormity of what had happened.

That night, after I drifted into a shallow sleep, there was a terrible crash. I leapt up, screaming—it was as though a bomb had gone off. I ran outside in my nightdress and saw that the chimney pot on our roof had crashed through the ceiling into Julian’s attic bedroom. A high wind had blown up, as if from nowhere. It seemed ominous and I thanked God that Julian hadn’t been there.

The next day Julian rang to tell me he had arrived safely and was in the Dakota apartment with Yoko, Sean and various members of staff. Hundreds of people were camped outside the building, but Sean didn’t yet know of John’s death so those inside were trying to keep up the pretense of normality until Yoko felt ready to tell him. Julian sounded tired, but he said that John’s assistant, Fred Seaman, had met him at the airport and had been very kind to him. It was a relief to know that someone was looking out for my son.

In Wales, life had to go on. We couldn’t afford to close the bistro and John and Angie couldn’t manage in the busy season without me, so we opened for business. I cleaned, cooked, served customers and looked after my mother, all the while feeling numb and disconnected. While I got on with the business of life I had to contain my grief, but as headlines about John continued to dominate the news and his music soared up the charts, memories of him, our life together and all we had shared played constantly through my mind. The many hundreds of sympathy cards and messages I received from those who had known John, and those who had simply loved the man and his music, helped. But as I struggled through a disjointed, empty couple of weeks in the lead-up to Christmas, with my son away and my marriage on the rocks, I felt overwhelmed with sadness, frustration and loss. How could the man I had loved for so long and with such fierce, passionate intensity be gone? How could his vibrant life energy and his unique creativity have been snuffed out by a madman’s bullet? And how could he have left his two sons without a father when they both needed him so much?
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The late fifties was a wonderful time to be young and setting out in the world. The grim days of the war and postwar deprivation were over; national service had been lifted and teenagers were allowed to be youthful and unafraid. It was as though the gray austerity of the forties had been replaced by a brilliant spectrum of opportunities and possibilities. Britain was celebrating survival and freedom, and the time was ripe for dreams, hopes and creativity.

I started at Liverpool College of Art in September 1957. I had just turned eighteen and could hardly believe my luck. A year earlier my father had died, after a painful battle with lung cancer. My two older brothers had left home, and my mother and I had little money. Before he died Dad, who was desperately worried about providing for us, told me that I wouldn’t be able to go to college: I’d have to get a job and help Mum. I promised I would, but it was hard to accept that my college hopes were at an end.

Mum said nothing at the time, but she knew how much college meant to me, and after Dad’s death she said, “You go to college, love. We’ll manage somehow.” She took in lodgers to make ends meet: she crammed four beds into the master bedroom for four working lads, young apprentice electricians who were happy to share. From then on home was more like a boarding-house—there were always queues for the bathroom and I had to get up at dawn if I wanted to be first in, but I was hugely grateful to Mum and determined not to let her down.

When I got into art college, I set out to be a model student. I turned up promptly every day, neat in my best twin sets and tweed skirts with my pencils sharpened, ready to be the hardest-working girl in the place. My dream was to be an art teacher. Art was the only subject I’d ever liked at school and I was thrilled when, at the age of twelve, I got into the junior art school, which was down the street from the art college. It was there that I became best friends with a girl called Phyllis McKenzie. We planned to go on to college together, but Phyl’s father refused to let her go and insisted she get a job. She had to settle for evening classes in life drawing, after spending the day working as a commercial artist for a local corn merchant.

A couple of other girls from the junior art school, Ann Mason and Helen Anderson, started college with me. We were thrilled to be there, and in awe of the older students, many of whom wore the kind of bohemian, beatnik clothes we considered incredibly daring and could only stare at with a mixture of envy and admiration.

Most of us starting college then had been born just before or during the war—in my case a week after war was declared. My mother, with a group of other pregnant women, had been sent to the relative safety of Blackpool, where she gave birth in a tiny cell of a room in a bed-and-breakfast on the seafront on September 10, 1939. It was a nightmare birth: she was left alone, in labor, for a day and a night, and when the midwife finally got to her it was clear that, without immediate help, neither my mother nor I was going to make it. The midwife locked the door, swore my mother to secrecy and dragged me into the world by my hair, ears and any other part of me she could get hold of. My father, who had arrived hours earlier and burst into tears at the sight of my exhausted, terrified mother, had been sent for a walk. He returned to find that his wife had survived and he had a daughter.

My parents both came from Liverpool, but at the outbreak of war they decided to leave the city for the relative safety of the Wirral, across the Mersey in Cheshire. They moved with me and my brothers—Charles, then eleven, and Tony, eight—to a two-bedroom semidetached house in a small seaside village called Hoylake. My father worked for GEC, selling electrical appliances to shops, and had to travel into the city each day to make his rounds, but at home we were away from the worst of the relentless bombing that ravaged so much of Liverpool. When the bombers flew overhead my mother would scoop us into the cupboard under the stairs, where the force of the explosions jolted us off our seats.

I grew up with rationing as a way of life. Like all the other families around us, we dug for Britain, with an allotment where we grew our vegetables and a little hen coop in the back garden. As in so many households in those days, the boys generally took precedence over the girls. When my brothers got bacon, I got the rind, and when they got scraps of meat from a bone, I got the bone to chew. It was my job to clean their shoes and help my mother look after them and Dad. I was a quiet, timid child and I accepted my role in the house, as the youngest and the only girl, without question.

Rationing went on for some years after the war, so for most of my childhood scarcity was normal. I used to shop for two old ladies in our street and in return one gave me her sweets coupons and the other gave me old clothes that had belonged to her children. Both the clothes and the sweets were rare treats. My brother Charles left when he was sixteen and I was five, so I have few memories of him living at home. He went to work for GEC, first in Birmingham, then London. He was a wonderful pianist—the whole street used to listen to him.

I was closer to Tony, and when he was called up for national service in 1950, at the age of eighteen, I missed him dreadfully. After the army he joined the police to please his girlfriend, who wanted the accommodation that went with the job. He hated being a policeman and was relieved when she left him and he could resign.

By the time I was ten it was just my parents and me at home. They were opposites in many ways, but they loved each other and I never heard them argue. My father, also Charles, was easy-going, kind, robust and jolly. I remember him losing his temper with me only once, when I came home from school and used a swear word. I adored him and after I got into the junior art school I traveled into Liverpool on the train with him in the mornings and evenings. He used to carry a bag of sweets for his customers, and he’d slip me a couple on the way home.

My mother, Lilian, was unusual for her day: she had no interest in housework and cleaned our home about once a month—the rest of the time it gathered dust. But Mum had a strong artistic streak: she always had a vase of flowers in the window, which she took pleasure in arranging, and she knitted fantastic Fair Isle sweaters. Her real passion, though, was the auction rooms to which she would head every Monday to spot the latest bargains.

On Monday evenings Dad and I would arrive home to find the front room changed. There might be a new sofa, carpet, curtains, table or even all of them, the old ones already dispatched to the same sale rooms. We didn’t mind: it was always fun to see what she’d done and, most important, it made Mum happy.

When Dad became ill, at the age of fifty-six, everything changed. Like so many others in those days, he smoked untipped cigarettes, unaware of the damage it was doing to him. When he developed lung cancer he went downhill rapidly: his solid frame wasted away and his breathing was labored. Before long all he could do was sit in his chair in the bedroom, where I would sit with him after school each day. After his death only Mum and I were left, grieving for him and wondering how we would manage. Art college gave me a new focus, something to be excited about, to work for, and to take me out of our quiet little house of mourning into the world.

Watching the older, more confident kids at college, I longed to be like them. I envied their casual, arty style and their long hair. I had arrived with my short mousy hair in a neat perm, courtesy of my mother’s friend who was a hairdresser. The trouble was, most of her clientele were over fifty and she made me look middle-aged and dowdy. Every few weeks she would experiment, giving me a different style, but they were all ghastly. And, to make things worse, I wore glasses. I’d arrived at college thrilled to be rid of my school uniform and pleased with my smart new clothes. But I soon felt frumpy and dull, with my matronly hair and conventional outfits. I longed to be more daring, but in those early days I didn’t have the courage.

To add to my problems I was saddled with the “over the water” posh image that Scousers had of anyone who lived across the Mersey. I spoke differently, and to them this meant I was stuck-up, even though many of them were better off than I was. My shyness didn’t help: it made me seem aloof, when most of the time I was going through agonies, trying to think of the right thing to say. I was hopeless at sparkling conversation and witty repartee, and watched enviously as others bantered while I remained tongue-tied. But despite the drawbacks I loved college. It gave me a sense of independence and freedom I had never experienced before.

During my first year I was seeing a boyfriend I’d met while I was still at school. Barry was a bit of a catch: he was the son of a window cleaner but he looked Spanish and exotic, and he was the Romeo of Hoylake. I was the envy of the local girls when he asked me out. He’d seen me in my white duffel coat, walking my dog Chummy on the beach, and one day he followed me and asked me to the pictures. I was just seventeen and he was five years older. Flattered, I said yes.

By the time we’d been together for a year I was starting college and we were thinking of getting engaged. Barry was working for his dad and saving in the building society for our future. One day he persuaded me to make love with him on the sofa in my parents’ front room when Mum was out. It took him hours to talk me into it, promising we’d get married and telling me how much he loved me, but when I finally agreed I didn’t think much of it: over in a flash and no fun. I went on seeing Barry, but I made sure we never got the chance to be alone in the house again. One day he announced that he’d fallen for a red-haired girl who lived up the road, and I was heartbroken. It was the first betrayal I had experienced and I vowed I’d never forgive him. But, a few months later, when he begged me to go back to him, swearing he’d made a mistake and I was his true love, I relented.

Two-thirds of the way through my foundation year Phyl arrived at college. She had won a grant, and had finally persuaded her father to let her attend full-time. We were both delighted and in between classes we hung around together most of the time.

At the end of that year we had to choose which areas we wanted to specialize in. I went for graphics, but I also signed up for a twice-weekly class in lettering. Phyl decided on painting and lettering, and we were glad of the chance to do a class together.

I arrived for my second year in college just as keen as I had been in the first, but I’d softened my appearance a little. I’d plucked up the courage to say no to Mum’s hairdresser friend and was growing my hair. I’d acquired some rather hip black velvet pants to replace the tweed skirts, and I’d begun to ditch my glasses as often as I could. I could hardly see without them—I’m very short-sighted—so this caused me all kinds of problems: I’d frequently get off the bus at the wrong stop or misread notices in college—but I didn’t care. I hated my glasses so much that it was worth the odd hiccup. I only put them on when I was working in class, because without them I couldn’t see the board or even what I was drawing on the paper in front of me.

We had all taken our seats for the first lettering class when a teddy-boy slouched into the room, hands stuffed deep into his coat pockets, looking bored and a shade defiant. He sat at an empty desk behind me, tapped me on the back, twisted his face into a ludicrous grimace and said, “Hi, I’m John.” I couldn’t help smiling. “Cynthia,” I whispered, as the teacher, who had begun to talk, frowned at me.

I’d seen John around the college but had never spoken to him, as we moved in completely different circles. I was surprised to see him in the lettering class—he didn’t seem the type for the painstaking, detailed work involved. He hadn’t even brought any equipment. As soon as we started work he tapped my back again and asked to borrow a pencil and a brush, which I reluctantly handed over. After that he always sat behind me, borrowing whatever he needed from me. Not that he used it much: most of the time he did no work at all. He spent his time fooling around, making everyone in the class laugh.

It turned out that John hadn’t chosen to do lettering. He’d been ordered into the class when most of the other teachers had refused to have him. He made it clear he didn’t want to be there and did his best to disrupt the class. When he wasn’t teasing someone he’d give us a wicked commentary on the teacher, or provoke hoots of laughter with his cruelly funny and uncannily accurate cartoons of teachers, fellow students or of twisted, grimacing, malformed figures.

When I’d first looked at John I’d thought, Yuck, not my type. With his teddy-boy look—DA (duck’s arse) haircut, narrow drainpipe trousers and a battered old coat that was too big for him—he was very different from the clean-cut boys I was used to. His outspoken comments and caustic wit were alarming: I was terrified he might turn on me, and he soon did, calling me “Miss Prim” or “Miss Powell” and taking the mickey out of my smart clothes and posh accent.

The first time he did it I rushed out of the room, red-faced, at the end of the class, wishing he’d disappear. But as the weeks went by I began to look forward to seeing him. We never met anywhere but the lettering class, but I found myself hurrying to it, looking out for him. He made me laugh and his manner fascinated me. I had always been in awe of authority, anxious to please and do well, but John was the opposite: he was aggressive, sarcastic and rebellious. He didn’t seem to be afraid of anyone, and I envied the way he could laugh about everything and everyone.

A mutual friend told me that his mother had been killed in a car accident at the end of the previous term. I missed my father desperately, so I felt for him. He never mentioned it and neither did anyone else, but the knowledge that he was hiding grief behind the acerbic front made me look at him more closely.

One morning the students in the lettering class were testing each other’s eyesight for fun. It turned out that John and I were equally short-sighted; just like me he couldn’t see a thing and hated wearing glasses, most of all, ironically, the little round lenses you got on the National Health. Instead he had horn-rimmed black ones, which had cost quite a bit. Laughing about our rotten luck and the blunders we’d made when we couldn’t see gave us our first real connection, and after that we often chatted during class.

John usually had a guitar slung across his back when he arrived and he told me he was in a group, the Quarrymen, named after his old school, Quarry Bank High. Sometimes when we were sitting around after class he would get it out and strum the pop tunes of the day, by Bo Diddley, Chuck Berry or Lonnie Donegan. As soon as he began to play I saw a different side of him. It was plain that he loved his music: his face softened and he lost his usually cynical expression.

Halfway through the term I realized I was falling for him and scolded myself. I was being ridiculous: he wasn’t at all the type of boy I’d imagined myself with and, in any case, I couldn’t see him being interested in me. But that changed one day when everyone else had left the class and I was packing up my things. John was sitting a few feet away with his guitar. He began to play “Ain’t She Sweet,” a song that was popular at the time and which the Beatles were later to record.

I blushed scarlet, made an excuse, and fled before the end of the song. But I’d seen the look in his eyes, which he’d kept fixed on me as he sang—could it be that John fancied me too?

I confided in Phyl, who told me he wasn’t my type and not to be so daft. She knew John: they lived near each other and traveled together to college on the seventy-two bus. Although she often had to lend him the fare, she liked him—but she didn’t think he was for me. She reminded me that I was thinking of getting engaged to Barry … but my plans with Barry were taking a back seat. I saw less and less of him as I continued to moon over John, and the lettering class was the highlight of my week.

One lunchtime I saw John staring at a girl as she walked up the staircase. She was dressed in a tight black skirt and had long blond hair. John whistled. “She looks just like Brigitte Bardot,” I heard him say to a friend.

I wasn’t about to be outdone. The following Saturday I went out, got the latest Hiltone blond dye and got to work on my hair. On Monday I arrived in college by several shades blonder. I was delighted when John noticed: “Get you, Miss Hoylake!” He laughed, but I could see he liked it.

One afternoon all the intermediate students were asked to be in the lecture theater for a discussion. John was a few seats away from me, and my friend Helen Anderson, who was also friendly with John, suddenly leaned forward and stroked his hair. Helen didn’t fancy John—it was a friendly gesture in response to something he’d said. But when I realized how jealous I was it brought me up with a jolt.

Although John and I chatted in lettering classes we spent our free time in college with our different groups of friends and virtually ignored each other. I thought of him as unattainable and, despite my fantasies, still didn’t think for a minute that we might actually get together.

We were all getting excited about the holidays, when someone suggested we hold a party one lunchtime before we broke up. One of the staff, an ex-boxer named Arthur Ballard, a tough but excellent teacher, gave us permission to use his room, provided he could come too. We happily agreed, found a record player and chipped in for the beers.

I was looking forward to the party, not because I thought John would be there—I felt sure a tame little students’ do wouldn’t be his style—but because I thought it would take my mind off him. After that we’d be on holiday break. I was looking forward to that and was determined to get over my crush on John.

The day of the party was warm and the sun streamed through the grubby windows of Arthur Ballard’s first-floor room, where we gathered once a week to produce paintings on a chosen theme. We pushed the tables and chairs to one side, set out the food and drink and put on a pile of records. The usual gang were there, a group of ten or fifteen of us who’d been friends since our first year. I arrived feeling good: I was wearing a new baggy black cotton top over a short black and white skirt, with black tights and my best black winklepicker shoes.

By now several romances were budding so the atmosphere was heady. Ann Mason was getting together with Geoff Mohammed, a close friend of John’s. They smooched away—Phyl and I glanced knowingly at each other. Then John walked in. My face was hot and my stomach contorted as I pretended not to notice him. Like me, he was in black—his usual drainpipe trousers with a sweater and suede shoes. He made a beeline for me and said, “D’you want to get up?” I blushed, but leapt to my feet to dance with him.

While we were dancing to Chuck Berry John shouted, “Do you fancy going out with me?”

I was so flustered that I came out with, “I’m sorry but I’m engaged to this fellow in Hoylake.” The moment I said it I wanted the ground to swallow me—I knew I sounded stuck-up and prim.

“I didn’t ask you to fucking marry me, did I?” John shot back. He walked off and, convinced I’d blown it, I was plunged into gloom. But a couple of hours later, as the party was breaking up, John and his friends asked me and Phyl to the pub. This was good news—perhaps all was not lost.

I persuaded Phyl we should go and we followed them to Ye Cracke, a pub where the students often hung out. The place was packed and we had to yell to each other above the hubbub. We’d never been there before, we’d always headed straight home like the good girls we were, and this was our first taste of student social life. We loved the noise, the laughter and the buzzy atmosphere—and realized what we’d been missing.

John was with a couple of his cronies, Geoff Mohammed and Tony Carricker, on the other side of the pub, and made no move to come over to us. Phyl and I had found some friends and were chatting with them, but after a couple of black velvets—the mix of Guinness and cider that all the students drank—I felt a little wobbly and decided I’d better head for my train home. I was disappointed that John hadn’t talked to me, and wondered if, after all, he had been laughing at me when he invited me to the pub.

As I made for the door he called me over, teased me about being a nun and asked me to stay. Phyl said she had to get her bus home and asked if I was coming. I knew she didn’t approve of John, but I was hooked: if he wanted me to stay I was staying. I smiled apologetically at her. She gave a helpless shrug and headed for the door. John and I had another couple of drinks and then he whispered, “Let’s go.” The two of us slipped away from the crowd.

By this time it was evening and the street outside was quiet. Almost as soon as we’d left the pub John kissed me, a long, passionate, irresistible kiss. He whispered that his friend, Stuart, had a room we could go to, grabbed my hand and pulled me down the road. I was happy, hugely happy, to be with John and that he felt the same. At that moment I would have gone anywhere with him.

Stuart’s place was a large room at the back of a shared house, with no curtains, a mattress on the floor and clothes, art materials, empty cigarette packets and books scattered around it. We couldn’t have cared less about the mess and headed for the mattress, where we made love for the next hour. For me it was special and very different from my previous brief experience. And I think it was equally special for John, whose cockiness and tough-guy demeanor melted away as we lay wrapped in each other’s arms.

Afterward John said, “Christ, Miss Powell, that was something else. What’s all this about being engaged, then?” I told him my romance in Hoylake was over. John grinned and said he thought I was incredibly sexy and he’d been lusting after me all term. “By the way,” he added, “no more Miss Powell. From now on, you’re Cyn.”

We snapped back to reality when I realized I was about to miss my last train home. We pulled on our clothes and raced to the station, where we managed a hasty good-bye kiss before I leapt into a carriage. “What are you doing tomorrow, and the next day, and the next?” John called, as I waved out of the window.

“Seeing you,” I shouted back.

Others might have seen us as an unlikely couple, but I knew from the outset that we had made a deep connection. My feelings for John were very different from those I’d had for any other boy—more powerful, more exciting and totally unshakable. And I sensed in John the same strong feelings. Perhaps each of us recognized and was drawn to a deep need in the other. But at the time I didn’t analyze it. I simply felt certain that this was no passing fling. It was real love.
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We’d had our first phone installed at home just before I started art college. It was a bulky black contraption fitted to the wall at the bottom of the stairs and you had to put two pennies into the box beneath it to make a call. It was still a bit of a novelty and its shrill peal always made me jump. When it rang the following morning I couldn’t grab the receiver fast enough.

John asked me to meet him the next day. But I couldn’t: it was the start of the holidays and Mum and I were off to stay with my brother Charles in Buckinghamshire for a couple of weeks. I’d been looking forward to this for ages, but suddenly it was an obstacle in the way of my being with John. There was nothing I could do, though, it was all arranged, and although I was nineteen Mum wouldn’t have considered letting me stay behind. I promised John I’d write.

As soon as I got back John and I met in a café in the center of Liverpool and gazed into each other’s eyes over a cup of coffee. It lasted us two hours, because neither of us had any money for a second, but we didn’t care.

From then on we spent all our spare time together. We were always broke. Our small daily allowances went on fares, lunch and, in John’s case, the ciggies he smoked—Park Drive, Woodbines or Embassy because they were the cheapest. Not to mention the pints of black velvet in Ye Cracke at lunchtime or after college. If we had enough money we went to the pictures, where we sat in the double seats at the back and kissed and cuddled, mostly ignoring whatever film was on and often sitting through a couple of showings. More often we didn’t have any money at all so we just walked and talked, or stretched out one drink in a pub or café.

The friends who’d thought us an unlikely match soon got used to seeing us together—we were joined at the hip most of the time so they had no choice. Only Phyl worried about me and, with a best friend’s concern, said, “Cyn, you’re too good for him, he’s not right for you. I don’t trust him.” She was afraid that John wasn’t serious and would drop me when he got bored. I wouldn’t listen: I was far too besotted with John to give him up.

Before I started going out with John I had been a conscientious student, completing all my work on time and putting in hours of effort. But John was a demanding lover, who insisted that I put him before everything else, including college work, my friends and my mother. Inevitably my work took a nose-dive, although I did my best to keep up.

John had been out with plenty of girls before me, but none had lasted long; this was his first serious relationship. If we went to the pub for a drink at lunchtime he would often insist that we bunk off college in the afternoon. When the weather was warm, we’d take the ferry across the Mersey to New Brighton, where there was a funfair beside the sea. Up on the deserted sand dunes behind the beach we’d make love, braving the chill winds and the sand. We’d catch the ferry back, with sand under our clothes, horribly uncomfortable but giggling as we imagined what everyone else would think if they knew what we’d been up to.

Most of the time I went along with what John wanted. We laughed a lot, the attraction between us was powerful and exciting and he constantly came up with new escapades for us. But there was friction too. His insistence that I stay with him until the last train from Liverpool Central to Hoylake, which got me home at midnight, upset me. I knew my mother would fret about me and I worried about leaving her alone so much of the time when she was still grieving for my father. Besides, I often had college work to catch up on. But John didn’t give a damn about any of that, and if I tried to go home before the last train he threw a fit. He wanted me with him for as much of the time as possible, which meant that very early in our relationship I had to choose between him and my other needs and responsibilities.

John’s temper could be frightening and at times I felt torn to pieces by him. All sense of reason disappeared and his tantrums were awesome. He would batter away at me verbally until I gave in, overwhelmed by the force of his determination. Then he would be back to his usual self, apologetic and loving.

He was full of contradictions and confusion. He wanted proof, daily, that he mattered most to me. He was jealous of my close friendship with Phyl and even of my work, if I chose to spend an evening catching up with it instead of with him. Yet despite John’s aggression and jealousy I felt protective toward him. To me he was a lost soul and I wanted to give him understanding, acceptance and the security of being loved to ease his pain and bitterness.

In college I had a few admirers, although I wasn’t aware of this until John pointed it out. He was incredibly jealous of any boy who came near me and wouldn’t hesitate to warn them off. Not long after we got together we went to a party at another student’s flat. There was plenty of loud music, beer and cider, and we were having a good time until a very tall student I recognized from the sculpture department came over and asked me to dance. Before I could answer all hell broke loose as John, in a blind fury, launched himself at the guy. The sculpture student was big enough to hold him off with one hand, but in the end everyone piled in to pull John away, and eventually we calmed him down. The other guy, baffled by the uproar he had unwittingly caused, apologized for upsetting John and backed away.

I felt frustrated by incidents like this. John had no need to worry—I would never have been unfaithful to him—and his overreaction embarrassed me. I tried repeatedly to reassure him, but it made no difference: John was provoked to fury if another boy paid any attention to me, however innocent.

Much as we wanted to, we never spent a night together—there was nowhere to go. As often as he could John persuaded Stuart to lend us his room for a few hours and we’d grab the chance to be alone together to make love. When Stuart’s room wasn’t available John would try to talk me into “quickies” in dark alleys or shop doorways. Much as I loved him I didn’t enjoy these snatched encounters, so mostly we stuck to kissing and cuddling anywhere and everywhere we could.

Frightening and demanding as John could be, he was also romantic, a side of him I saw more often as our relationship deepened. He wrote love poems on scraps of paper and passed them to me at college. For our first Christmas he drew a card with a picture of me in my new shaggy coat, standing opposite him, our heads together, his hand on my arm. It was covered with kisses and hearts and he wrote, “Our first Christmas, I love you, yes, yes yes.” A few years later he used the same idea in one of the Beatles’ first hits, “She loves you, yeah, yeah, yeah.” On the back of the card he wrote, “I hope it won’t be our last.” I loved that card and kept it in pride of place in my bedroom.

I was totally absorbed by John and wanted to be with him whenever I could. Despite the conflict I felt as I neglected my studies and my mother, I was blissfully happy that we were together and that he loved me too. When John was at his warmest and most loving I felt sure we would last forever. At these times he would let his guard down and tell me over and over again that he loved me.

Yet it was neither an easy nor a comfortable relationship. There was an air of danger about John and he could terrify me. I lived on a knife edge. Not only was he passionately jealous but he could turn on me in an instant, belittling or berating me, shooting accusations, cutting remarks or acid wisecracks at me that left me hurt, frustrated and in tears. He would push me away with some taunt, almost daring me to leave him. It was as if he wanted to prove that a girl like me would never stay with a boy like him.

Hurt as I was, many times, my response to John’s provocative and cruel behavior was to stick by him more solidly than ever. Although I thought about leaving him, I felt that if he could trust me and believe that I loved him he might soften.

We had been together for a few months when John took me home to meet his aunt Mimi. He lived with her in a smart house in Menlove Avenue in the well-off district of Woolton. The house was called Mendips and had a big garden; at one time the mayor of Liverpool had lived next door. The joke was that although John called me posh, he came from a far better-off family than I did. Our little semi over the water in Hoylake was half the size of Mendips.

I was nervous about meeting Mimi. I knew she had brought John up and that it was important she liked and approved of me, so I wore my smartest skirt and sweater and prepared to be on my best behavior.

Mimi was a striking woman, not tall but with presence. She was slim with the fine bone structure characteristic of John’s family. When we arrived she smiled at me and invited us into the breakfast room, next to the kitchen. I saw instantly that Mimi was a woman who didn’t miss a trick. Sharply observant, she sized me up throughout the visit.

We sat at the dining table watching Mimi make us the standard Liverpool tea of egg and chips, with a mountainous plate of bread and butter and a huge pot of tea. While we ate Mimi asked questions. She was friendly but cool. More than once I caught her looking at me so penetratingly that I was unnerved. I was glad when the meal was over and John walked me to the bus stop.

“Do you think she liked me?” I asked John.

“Yeah, sure,” he said. “Don’t worry about Mimi. If I like you she’ll like you.”

I thought he was wrong about that. I was sure that Mimi hadn’t liked me, although she had taken care not to show it. I wondered what it was about me that she didn’t like, but later I grasped that it wasn’t personal: Mimi didn’t think any girl was good enough for her boy.

Mimi’s manner was almost regal. She spoke without a hint of Scouse and I thought John must have adopted his working-class Liverpool accent as a rebellion against her. Early on it became apparent to me that Mimi was something of a snob; she was middle class with upper-class aspirations and one of her favorite words was “common.” She used it to condemn most of John’s interests and friends—including, I suspect, me. In fact, my family were middle class too, but with no upward aspirations.

John’s first meeting with Mum was more successful. He wasn’t the respectable, hard-working young man she had dreamed of for me, but she knew I was in love and wisely kept quiet. To my delight John was polite and respectful to her and they seemed to get on well. If they had reservations about each other they didn’t mention them, for which I was grateful.

An incident early in our relationship showed me a side of John that I would see again at many crucial moments in our life together. Mum suggested that we invite Mimi to come for tea with John, so that she and Mimi could meet. John agreed and on the day of the visit Mum, determined to impress, got out her best china and made sandwiches and cakes.

It started well. Mimi and Mum were both polite, and as the four of us sat down together John and I exchanged “It’s going okay” glances and began to relax. Too soon. Mimi made a remark about me distracting John from his studies and Mum leapt to my defense. Before we knew it they were arguing, Mimi telling Mum why I was wrong for John and Mum telling Mimi that John was lucky to find a girl like me.

John and I were aghast. After a few moments, he got up and fled from the house and I ran after him. I raced down the street to catch him up, and found him in tears. Eventually I persuaded him to come back, and when we reappeared Mum and Mimi had called a frosty truce.

John couldn’t stand conflict or confrontation and his reaction was invariably to escape. It was in stark contradiction to his often aggressive manner, but in fact he was only confrontational when he had been drinking. He was often cutting and critical, but mostly he went out of his way to avoid direct conflict.

The incident also told me a great deal about John and Mimi’s relationship. When she was openly critical of me it hurt and humiliated John, but she either didn’t notice or didn’t care, because she carried on. Time after time I saw her upset him with negative remarks about him or someone he cared about. John would become angry and embarrassed, then run.

That disastrous tea was one of only two occasions when Mum and Mimi met. After the first we stuck to seeing them separately and, despite undercurrents of disapproval from them both, I got on well superficially with Mimi, and John was friendly with Mum.

John liked my brothers. When Charles was home one day visiting us, he realized John had little money and offered him a pile of his sweaters. John was delighted and ever after had a soft spot for him.

John met Tony and his fiancée, Marjorie, at their wedding in April 1960. I was a bridesmaid so I had to be there early and John agreed to come along later. As my entire family would be present, I prayed he would make an effort and turn up on time, looking reasonable. When he appeared my jaw dropped: he was the epitome of respectability, in a dark suit, white shirt and smart tie, with his hair slicked neatly back. He had his glasses on, which made him look like an office clerk, but at least he could see the other guests. John seldom hid his dislike of social convention and I knew he had made an enormous effort for my sake.

The whole thing went off beautifully. John was charming and polite to everyone, chatting to Charles and his girlfriend Katie, to Mum, Tony and Marjorie. In fact, it was the beginning of a friendship between John and Tony, who shared John’s dry sense of humor.

It struck me early on that John had developed his hard outer shell—the cynicism, cruel wit, aggression and possessiveness—to deal with his painful childhood and the deep insecurity that had resulted from it. But in those days he told me little, only that Mimi had brought him up after his father disappeared when he was five, and that his mother had died a few months before we got together. He met any questions with a shrug.

The loss of a parent was one of the things we had in common and proved a powerful bond. Sometimes we talked to each other about how we felt; we both missed our parents terribly. But while I had basically come to terms with Dad’s death, John was still angry about his mother Julia’s senseless death in a car accident. I’m certain that his bitter rage at his mother’s death, and especially at the way she died, was behind so much of his aggression during that period.

Music had been an important part of John’s relationship with his mother and when she died he used it to blot out the pain and anger he felt. Julia had bought him his first guitar, and she loved music. She played the piano and banjo, and sat with him patiently for hours, showing him over and over again how to play the chords. She had also introduced John to rock and roll. She would play Elvis Presley records at top volume, grabbing John’s hand to jive around the kitchen to them. She always encouraged John’s musical dreams.

By the time John and I got together, he talked, ate and breathed music. When he wasn’t playing his guitar, he was writing lyrics or talking about the latest Lonnie Donegan, Elvis Presley, Buddy Holly or Chuck Berry record. Almost every lunchtime he met the two other Quarrymen to rehearse. They were both younger and went to the Liverpool Institute, next door to the art college, the best known of Liverpool’s boys’ grammar schools: distinguished judges and politicians had been educated there, its pupils were expected to do well. But John’s friends, Paul McCartney and George Harrison, were more interested in playing music than passing exams.

John had met Paul at a fete at St. Peter’s Church in Woolton when the Quarrymen had played there almost three years earlier, on July 6, 1957. At fourteen, Paul was a year and eight months younger than John, a fairly big age gap for teenagers. But when John realized that Paul was a talented musician who knew the words to dozens of hit songs and who could even tune his guitar—which John couldn’t—his age was irrelevant. Soon afterward John sent Paul a message via a friend: you’re in the group.

George was a friend of Paul’s. They’d started playing guitar together sometime previously and practiced at each other’s house. Eventually Paul introduced him to John. He was eight months younger than Paul, but a talented guitarist, and in early 1958 John invited him to join the group.

When I first met them, I was nineteen, John was eighteen, Paul was seventeen and George sixteen. It was about as inconsequential as a meeting can be. Paul and George had come over to the art college one lunchtime and John said, “This is Paul and George and this is Cyn.” They both said, “Hi.” I said, “Hi,” and that was it. As John’s new girlfriend they gave me a few curious glances, but then everyone got on with the serious business of making music.

When we knew the two boys were coming over at lunchtime, John and I would go across the road for fish and chips. Back in college we’d slip behind the curtain separating the tiny stage from the canteen, which was always packed. A few minutes later Paul and George would arrive. They’d have stripped off their caps and ties and put the collars of their blazers up to look cool as they made their way, as casually as they could, through the crowds of students and teachers. Paul always appeared nonchalant, George furtive, as they did their best not to look like the schoolboys they were. When they joined us behind the curtain, we’d lay out the mound of chips and scallops in their paper on the floor and the four of us would dive in. Then the boys began to play.

From the start I loved their music: I never minded spending lunchtimes on that little stage because it was fascinating to watch them teach each other new chord sequences, work out the tunes to popular songs and begin to put together their own. Paul had been first to write a song, but John leapt on the idea and soon they were writing more and more new stuff.

George was the kid who tagged along. He was always serious and his shy, toothy grin only ever flickered for a moment before it disappeared. He was quiet and seemed troubled as he trailed behind John and Paul, deferring to them even though he was a fantastic guitar player. They tolerated him because he was good, but they patronized and often ignored him when they were absorbed in something together.

George’s strength was his tenacity: he would spend hours working out a chord sequence or practicing a song until it was perfect. John and Paul were fired with ambition. They wanted to make the group stand out and get as many gigs as they could.

They had one of their first real breaks at the Casbah Club, a venue in the cellar of a house in a Liverpool suburb called West Derby. It belonged to Mona Best, who started the club as a meeting place for her elder son, Pete, and his friends. They charged a shilling membership to keep out the rough element, and served coffee and sweets. Before they opened, Pete had suggested to his mum that they ask one of the beat groups that were springing up all over town to come and play there. She agreed, and they invited the Quarrymen—a girl who knew the group had told the Bests how good they were. John, Paul and George went around to see Mona, who told them they were welcome to play but she was still painting the cellar for the club’s opening the following week. The three boys grabbed paintbrushes and helped her finish it off. John mistook gloss for emulsion—because of his short sight—which took days to dry.

The boys played at the club’s opening on August 29, 1959, and I was there to watch them. They played with another lad, Ken Brown, on guitar, but without a drummer, as they couldn’t find one. About three hundred people came along that night, and the boys played rock and roll hits for a couple of hours. The place heaved, with kids jiving and swinging, and the temperature soared until it was hard to breathe.

That was the evening when we first met the Beatles’ future roadies, Neil Aspinall and Mal Evans, both friends of Pete, but Neil was also his mother’s boyfriend and the father of his younger brother, Roag.

After that the Quarrymen played in the Casbah regularly, to audiences of up to four hundred. It was hot, sweaty and noisy in that cellar, but we loved it. They earned fifteen shillings each—seventy-five pence today—every time they played.

Eventually Pete Best decided he wanted to be in a group, got himself a drum kit and formed the Blackjacks with Ken Brown, who left the Quarrymen. They became the Casbah’s resident group, and after that the Quarrymen only played there occasionally.

In November 1959 the boys got an audition at the Manchester Hippodrome with a man called Carroll Levis. Known as the Starmaker, Levis had a lot of successful acts on his books and John was wild with excitement. By this time John, Paul and George had renamed themselves Johnny and the Moondogs and their hopes were high, but they came back despondent: they had failed the audition, mainly because they lacked a drummer. It was a setback, but it didn’t put them off. When something didn’t work out John would be down for a day or so, then he’d carry on, determined to be the best and to show anyone who didn’t believe in the group how wrong they’d been.

But while John was keen for them to do well, he was also easily distracted and would flip from one project or plan to another. He needed Paul’s drive and determination to keep him focused on the pursuit of success.

By the time I got to know Paul, he and John had formed a close partnership. They had agreed that any songs they wrote, together or separately, would be by Lennon and McCartney. It was as though, even then, they had a strong sense that their success depended on the connection between them. Paul’s organized, conscientious way of going about things—he wrote down all the lyrics in a notebook he carried with him—was in sharp contrast to John’s “anything goes” style. Paul turned up for appointments on time, looking well turned out; he was a perfectionist and you always knew he’d washed behind his ears. John arrived late, looking as though he’d just fallen out of bed. But they complemented each other. John needed Paul’s attention to detail and persistence; Paul needed John’s anarchic, lateral thinking. When they wrote songs together, Paul’s gentler melodies blended beautifully with John’s more rousing, challenging tunes and lyrics.

In those days Paul tried hard to impress John, posing and strutting with his hair slicked back to prove that he was cool, because John was very much the leader. It was his band, and he had the final say about who got in and who didn’t, and what they played. Then, he was everything Paul wanted to be—laid-back, self-assured and in charge. As the schoolboy he still was, Paul could only aspire to those things.

As the two became closer this changed. John recognized Paul’s musical talent and that he could learn from him. Paul responded by becoming more confident and they came to share decisions and eventually ran the group together. But John, I suspect, always had the edge because he had formed the group, and neither of them forgot it.

Loss had played a part in Paul’s make-up too. His mother, Mary, had died of breast cancer when he was fourteen and his brother Mike twelve. Mary, a midwife, had never complained about the pain she suffered, and died just a couple of months after diagnosis. Her boys were left in the care of their father, Jim, who was a devoted dad.

Jim McCartney had been a keen musician in his youth, with his own successful amateur jazz band. He had played the piano to Paul and Mike when they were small boys and even though Paul’s music was very different from the sounds Jim loved, he encouraged Paul’s musical dreams. However, Jim was cautious about John; he worried that he might be a bad influence on his son. He told Paul that he wasn’t to wear the narrow teddy-boy drainies—drainpipe trousers—that John loved (in fact, John wasn’t allowed to wear them either: he wore baggy trousers over them when he went home to Mimi). Eventually, though, he saw that John and Paul had a strong musical connection, which won him round.

We often went over to Paul’s house in Forthlin Road, close to Woolton where John lived, for the boys to practice. Jim was usually at work, but if he was there he always welcomed us. He’d greet us with his sleeves rolled up, a tea-towel in his hand and an apron tied round his waist. Then, while John, Paul and George twanged away at their guitars in the front room, he busied himself in the kitchen until he called us all for tea.

Paul was one of the three people John was closest to. Although he had plenty of cronies, he only really let down his guard with Paul, me and Stuart Sutcliffe. Slight, dark and intense, Stuart was serious and hard-working, unlike John, who played the lazy loon. Everyone knew that Stuart was a gifted artist who would go far—he’d even had a private commission for a painting, unheard-of for a student. When John saw his large, colorful canvases, he loved them and longed to try something similar. Before that he had limited himself to the cartoons and caricatures he drew so brilliantly and which had got him into college.

What Stuart and John had in common was a restless, speedy nature. But while John bounced from one idea to the next, never able to settle or concentrate for long, Stuart put all his energy into being a star pupil. He was only three months older than John, but he was a year ahead in college and encouraged John to experiment in his art. Stuart was so wrapped up in his work that he didn’t have a girlfriend and often forgot to eat. Most days he would stay after classes to paint. John was good for him because he reminded Stuart to take time out to have fun, and taught him to play the guitar. Unlike many of John’s cronies, Stuart didn’t look up to John or try to ape him. He respected John and treated him as an equal, which was something John valued a great deal.

Like Paul and me, Stuart saw something special in John. Most people thought John was destined to be a drop-out and a bum, who would never knuckle down to a decent job or make anything of himself. All they saw was the fool who clowned around in class and gave all the serious students wicked—and very irritating—nicknames. Our teachers said that he would be either a genius or a tramp—there was no in-between with him. In the same way, people either liked or loathed him, and it was impossible to ignore him. Those of us who loved him knew that he could go off the rails, but we also saw in him raw talent and the potential for real creativity.

Stuart and I got on well. I was in awe of his talent, but he was amusing and good company, too. I was glad John had a friend who took art seriously, but I never saw him as anything more than a mate who hung around with John and me. One night we were at a party and John went mad when someone told him Stuart and I were dancing together. As soon as I saw the look on John’s face we stopped and, as so often before, I reassured him that it was him I loved. He seemed to accept it. But the next day at college he followed me to the girls’ loos in the basement. When I came out he was waiting, with a dark look on his face. Before I could speak he raised his arm and hit me across the face, knocking my head into the pipes that ran down the wall behind me. Without a word he walked away, leaving me dazed, shaky and with a very sore head. I was shocked, really shocked, that John had been physically violent. I could put up with his outbursts, the jealousy and possessiveness, but violence was a step too far. Phyl had been right: I knew I had to end our relationship.


4

For weeks I remained determined not to take John back. I even went on a few dates with a boy who lived near me and did my best to catch up with my college work. I put John firmly out of my mind. It wasn’t easy, though, because I saw him around college every day. He would look over at me in the canteen or in the lettering class, and when our eyes met, in the moment before I turned away, I knew we still cared for each other as much as ever. Friends told me John missed me, and I certainly missed him—his humor, his music and passion.

After three months, he phoned me and asked me to go back to him. It had taken him that long to pluck up the courage. He apologized for hitting me and said it would never happen again. I hesitated for a whole second before I said yes.

John was true to his word. He was deeply ashamed of what he had done: I think he had been shocked to discover he had it in him to hit me. So, although he was still verbally cutting and unkind, he was never again physically violent to me. As we grew closer, in the second phase of our romance, even his verbal putdowns and attacks diminished. It was as though the more certain he was that I was there for him and loved him, the easier he found it to remove his protective armor.

As John began to trust me, he talked more about his upbringing, letting me see the hurt, lost little boy inside him.

His childhood had been enormously difficult. His father had abandoned him. He was taken away from his mother by his aunt and brought up in a cold, austere home with little affection or comfort. Then, in his teens, the two loving figures in his life, his uncle and his mother, had both died.

John’s mother had been the fourth of five sisters born into a middle-class, well-to-do family. The Stanleys lived in an elegant four-story Georgian house in a smart residential area of Liverpool, close to the cathedral. Julia’s father, George Stanley, went to sea, and later became an insurance investigator. He and his wife, Annie, had had a son and daughter, both of whom died as babies, before their five healthy girls arrived. Mary Elizabeth, known as Mimi, was the eldest; then came Elizabeth, later nicknamed Mater; Ann Georgina, called Nanny; Julia, or Judy; and finally Harriet, known as Harrie.

All five daughters were strong characters, bright, determined and unconventional—traits that Julia passed on to John.

In those days girls were expected to marry and have families, but the Stanley girls had their own ideas. Mimi married, but refused to have children. She’d helped to look after her younger sisters, which had put her off having any of her own. Nanny became a career woman, unusual in the 1930s: she was a civil servant and didn’t marry until her mid-thirties, when she had one son, Michael.

Harrie scandalized everyone by marrying an Egyptian student and going off to Cairo, where she had a daughter, Leila. After her husband, Ali, died suddenly, she headed back to Liverpool to escape his parents, who wanted custody of the baby. During the war, Harrie, as the widow of a foreign national, was deemed an alien and had to report to the police station every day. Later she married a kind, gentle man called Norman, with whom she had a son, David.

Elizabeth married Charles Parkes and had a son, Stanley. She refused to be called “Mummy”—far too conventional—and settled on “Mater,” which soon became the name by which the whole family knew her. Her son, though, seldom had a chance to use it: Stanley was a delicate baby and she found it difficult to cope. When he was a few weeks old she handed him over to her mother, who brought him up until he was old enough to go to boarding school. Later she divorced Charles and married a dentist, Robert Sutherland, known as Bert. After the war they moved to Edinburgh, where Bert set up a practice. John got on well with his cousin Stanley, who was a little older than he was, and they spent summer holidays together in Scotland.

Julia, John’s mother, was the prettiest and most unusual of the sisters. Five foot two with shoulder-length auburn hair, she was only fourteen when she met Alf Lennon, a fifteen-year-old office boy. Alf’s mother had died giving birth to her youngest son, and his father died soon afterward, so at five Alf, with his two younger brothers, was in an orphanage. He met Julia a week after he had left the orphanage. He was a good-looking boy, but as far as Julia’s family were concerned, he was simply not good enough for her. Despite this she adored him and continued to see him. Soon after they met he went to sea, as a ship’s waiter, but the two met whenever he was home.

They married, eleven years later, in December 1938—for “a laugh,” according to Alf, who claimed that it had been Julia’s idea. It was a register-office wedding, which none of Julia’s family attended. They spent their honeymoon at the cinema—Julia was so crazy for movies that she put “cinema usherette” on her marriage certificate, although she never actually was one. Afterward she went back to her parents’ house and Alf to his rented room because they had nowhere to live together.

The next day Alf went back to sea, on a trip to the West Indies, for three months. Julia had little choice but to stay at home with her parents. Every now and then he would come home and spend a few weeks with her, then take off again, much to her parents’ dismay.

It was after Alf’s Christmas visit in 1939 that Julia found she was pregnant, and John was born on October 9, 1940, at six-thirty in the evening; patriotically she gave him Winston as a middle name. Mimi, who was at the hospital with her for the birth, suggested the first.

Julia took her son home to the house where she and her father had moved after her mother’s death. It was in the Penny Lane area of the city and it was there that John spent his first few years. Alf continued to appear from time to time until, when John was about eighteen months old, Julia was told that he had jumped ship and disappeared. Until then he had sent her money each month from his wages, but now it stopped. When he finally reappeared, he said he had been jailed for three months for theft—later he claimed this was untrue—but the marriage was faltering. Julia had had enough of waiting for him: she was young and exuberant, she loved life and wanted more than waiting around for a feckless husband who might or might not appear and who was no longer helping to support his son.

In late 1944 she had an affair with a young soldier who was home on leave. When he went back to the front Julia found she was pregnant. Her father insisted that the baby be adopted and arrangements were made through the Salvation Army. Julia’s daughter, Victoria Elizabeth, was born in 1945, just before the end of the war, and it was believed that she was taken to Norway by her adoptive family. A few months later, in early 1946, Julia was working as a waitress in a café in Penny Lane. There, she met John Dykins, known as Bobby, who was a hotel manager. Once again, the Stanleys felt he wasn’t good enough for her and, in any case, she was still legally married to Alf. They were horrified when she moved into a tiny flat with Bobby and John.

After their mother’s death Mimi had become the family matriarch. Soon after Julia moved in with Bobby, Mimi went to visit them and told Julia that she was unfit to be five-year-old John’s mother because she was living with a man to whom she wasn’t married and had given birth to an illegitimate child. She told Julia to hand John over to her and she would bring him up.

Julia and Bobby refused: John was Julia’s child and should stay with her. They sent Mimi away, but she was a determined woman. She told social services that Julia and Bobby weren’t married and demanded that John be given to her. But the social worker came down on Julia’s side: there were no grounds for John to be taken away from a loving home.

When Mimi discovered that John didn’t have his own room and shared a bed with Julia and Bobby, she insisted that social services inspect Julia’s home again. This time Julia was told that John must live with Mimi until she and Bobby had found a bigger flat. Mimi had won.

Although Mimi undoubtedly cared for John she was not a woman for cuddles and praise. She was strict and insisted on rigid rules and absolute order. If he tried to put his arms round her, she shrugged him off, saying, “Get away, go on with you.”

Life with his aunt must have been hard for little John, who was used to the warm, easy-going style of his mother. His saving grace was Mimi’s husband, Uncle George, who loved children and was delighted when John arrived—the son he had always longed for. George, who worked as a dairyman on a nearby farm, was a tall, kindly man who was never angry and gave John the “squeakers”—kisses—that Mimi could not.

It’s hard to see why Mimi wanted John, since she had always said she didn’t want children. Perhaps she regretted her decision. Perhaps she was jealous of Julia. Or perhaps she genuinely felt that she was doing the best thing for John and was giving him a stable home.

Shortly after John went to live with Mimi and George, Alf reappeared. He had landed at Southampton, phoned home and heard that John was with Mimi. Armed with this information, he made his move: he told Mimi he wanted to take John on holiday to Blackpool and, somewhat surprisingly, Mimi agreed. When Julia heard what had happened she was afraid that Alf would never bring John back and went after them. She found them in a Blackpool boarding house, where Alf admitted to her that he had planned to take John to live in New Zealand. He asked Julia to go too, to try to repair their marriage, but for her it was too late. She only wanted John.

Alf called John into the room and asked him to choose between his parents. John, faced with a heartbreaking decision no five-year-old should ever have to make, chose his father. In tears, Julia agreed to let him go. But as she left John jumped up, sobbing, and ran after her. She took him back to Liverpool and that was the last John saw or heard of his father for many years.

John returned to Mimi’s, where he remained. In time Julia and Bobby found a bigger home, but it was decided that John had settled and should not be disrupted again. Had anyone asked John, he would undoubtedly have chosen to live with his mother. He told me that as a little boy he often dreamed of running away from Mimi to his mother, but in those days no one considered asking a child what he wanted. Mimi had decided to keep John and that was that.

Julia and Bobby went on to have two daughters, Julia and Jacqui, and stayed together, unmarried but stable, until Julia’s death twelve years later. When John was small he saw his mother only when she visited him at Mimi’s, which she did regularly, but later, at eleven or twelve, he started going to Julia and Bobby’s house on his own, which opened up a whole new world. He loved being there and often stayed the night. The two girls slept in the double bed in his sister Julia’s room, and he had Jacqui’s.

Bobby was always kind to him, slipping him a bit of extra pocket money, and he got to know his sisters—who were six and eight years younger than he was and soon worshiped him. Most important of all, he began to get to know his mother better. But despite this he never lost the feeling that he was an outsider in his mother, stepfather and sisters’ happy family unit.

John adored his mother. Her high spirits and love of life were so different from Mimi’s strictness and rigidity. Julia believed in enjoying herself, while Mimi thought her frivolous and self-indulgent. To Mimi life was about hard work and self-restraint, and she constantly berated John for not working hard enough at school.

John grew up bouncing between these two very different women: Mimi, the firm “mother,” and Julia, the more playful “aunt.” With Mimi he was expected to be neatly groomed, dutiful and obedient. With Julia he could laugh, play and fool around. Julia encouraged him in his music. Mimi wouldn’t allow him to play the guitar in the house and insisted he practice in the glass-walled front porch. John’s sister Julia told me, much later, that as a little girl she would lie in bed and listen to John and their mother chatting, playing music and dancing while Bobby was working the evening shift at the hotel.

When John started the Quarrymen, Julia was delighted. Skiffle had been made popular by Lonnie Donegan and the great thing about it was that anyone could have a go on instruments like the washboard and tea chest—you didn’t need musical knowledge or even talent to play them. Even the other instruments, the bass and the guitar, weren’t hard if you got the hang of a few chords.

Julia happily allowed the group to practice in her house. In fact, she often joined them, playing washboard, when they shut themselves into the tiny bathroom—where the acoustics were best—to rehearse for hours on end. She was there at their first gig, with John’s little sisters, when they performed as Johnny and the Rainbows from the back of a lorry at a street party to celebrate Empire Day in May 1956. John’s sister remembered sitting, open-mouthed, to watch her big brother and his friends play as people jived in the street or hung out of windows to listen, clap and cheer. After this they played regularly at parties and weddings, usually for no more than a few free beers.

Quarry Bank High School was an old-fashioned boys’ grammar. John had passed his exams to get in but, once there, he did no academic work and was put in the bottom stream. Despite Mimi’s admonishments, he had no respect for his teachers and no interest in studying. He was disruptive and constantly in trouble at school, but even the countless canings he received made no difference.

John’s teenage years were punctuated by tragic losses. The first was his beloved uncle George, Mimi’s husband. He collapsed at home one Sunday afternoon and died instantly from a massive liver hemorrhage. His death came without any warning and to John, who was fourteen and had looked on George as a father, it was a terrible shock. He missed his uncle badly—the big old overcoat John wore at college had been George’s and even when it became tatty and threadbare John insisted on wearing it.

His mother’s death, three years later, also came out of the blue. One July evening she had been round to Mimi’s for a cup of tea and a chat. Despite their past disagreements, the two still got on well and, like the other Stanley sisters, loved gossiping over a pot of tea. John wasn’t there: Julia had left him at her own house, with Bobby and the girls.

When Julia left to catch her bus home, Mimi waved her off. Sometimes she walked with her to the bus stop, but that night she didn’t. Seconds later Julia was hit by a car as she crossed the road outside Mimi’s house. She died instantly. That night a policeman broke the news to John and Bobby. John’s little sisters were in bed, and as Bobby’s mother was there, John and Bobby went to Sefton General Hospital, where Julia had been taken. John couldn’t bear to see her, but Bobby went in to say good-bye. When he came out he collapsed in tears in John’s arms.

John went to her funeral in a daze, unable to believe that his vibrant, laughing mother was inside the wooden coffin everyone was filing past. Her death was made worse for everyone by the fact that the man who killed her was a drunk off-duty policeman and a learner driver who had apparently hit the accelerator instead of the brake when he saw Julia crossing. When he went to court he was acquitted of the charges, and the only punishment he received was a reprimand and a period of suspension from duty. After Julia’s funeral John bottled up his grief, anger, shock and pain, and didn’t talk about it to anyone. Mimi wasn’t the kind of person who discussed things, she simply carried on with her life, and John tried to do the same.

He couldn’t even share the loss with his little sisters. Their aunts took over and would not let anyone tell the girls, who were then eleven and eight, that their mother was dead. They were told only that she was ill and bundled off to stay with Mater, who was living in Edinburgh with Bert. Bobby was distraught and the aunts had decided that the girls couldn’t be left with him. In those days it was rare to find a single father, and Julia’s family felt that, working shift hours and grief-stricken, Bobby would find it impossible to cope.

After the girls came home they went to live with their mother’s younger sister, Harrie, her husband Norman, and their cousins Leila and David, who was ten. Even then they weren’t told. It was at least two months after Julia’s death that Norman, to Harrie’s fury, sat them down and told them that their mother was dead. After that John could talk to them about Julia, but even then they seldom had the chance; Julia had become a taboo subject and no one mentioned her. The family dealt with pain by keeping it under wraps. If a subject was difficult, it was not aired. It was an attitude that hurt John, but which he often adopted as an adult. During and after our marriage I discovered that he had an astonishing ability to ignore anything that distressed him. For example, he didn’t contact his sisters when he heard that their father had died, as Julia had, in a car accident, and he ignored our son for several years after our divorce.

John was close to his sisters and used to visit them at Harrie and Norman’s house, The Cottage, which wasn’t far from Mimi’s. Soon after he and I got together he took me to Harrie’s to meet them. Mimi’s and Harrie’s homes were completely different: While Mimi’s spick-and-span house was cold and unwelcoming, Harrie’s was warm, loving and buzzing with activity. Harrie made us feel instantly welcome: she sat us down on a comfy old sofa and plied us with tea and biscuits. When Julia and Jacqui arrived home from school, rosy-cheeked and chattering, their faces lit up when they saw John, and so did David’s, when he came in moments later, his shock of sandy hair sticking out in all directions.

After that it was nonstop shrieks of “I’m starving, Harrie, can I have a piece of toast, just one more biscuit, pleeeease.” John and I sat, hand in hand, and watched. Full of curiosity, the girls scrutinized me from top to toe. To them I was clearly a bit of a glamour figure, with my blond hair and the tight black clothes I had taken to wearing. Julia was a chatterbox who asked a thousand questions, while Jacqui was much quieter but clearly just as interested in the new girl in John’s life.

Harrie, smiling and slightly harassed, rushed in and out with plates of food while Norman, thin as a whippet, mustached and in a tweed jacket with gray flannels, pottered around filling the coal bucket. Like all the Stanley women, Harrie was in charge.

After that first visit John and I went to The Cottage quite often to see them all. Harrie seemed to understand young love: it didn’t matter what time of day we turned up, she always welcomed us. While Mimi conveyed the impression that she grudged every mouthful you ate, Harrie was generous and you wanted to be around her. We loved the warmth and life of The Cottage, and I was glad that John had somewhere to go where he could be part of a family and truly at home.

John also took me to meet his aunt Mater in Scotland. We had a day off college to hitchhike to Edinburgh, traveling most of the way in an enormous truck with a driver who had clearly exceeded his hours. John and I spent the entire journey trying to keep him awake.

When we got there it was pouring with rain and there was no one in at Mater’s house—John hadn’t thought to tell them we were coming. We waited in the doorway of the church across the road, and after a couple of hours Stanley, Mater’s son, arrived. He was delighted to see John, took us in and told us that Mater and Bert were at their croft in the north but would be back the next day.

When I was introduced to Mater, we clicked immediately. She was as warm and welcoming as Harrie, and we all talked for hours that night, over a marvelous meal. By the end of our two-day stay I felt I’d joined another family and John was delighted that I’d got on so well with them. It brought us even closer.

Early in 1960, John moved in with Stuart Sutcliffe. A second mattress was laid on the floor—there was plenty of space because the room was enormous—and his chaos, combined with Stuart’s, created a pad that was at best unusual, at worst a shambles. The boys had a Belisha beacon and an empty coffin as part of their furniture and reveled in their outrageousness.

Mimi was deeply upset at John’s defection and asked me to persuade him to move back home. But I knew John was happy where he was, and, besides, it meant we had somewhere to be alone together. I told Mimi—truthfully—that I could do nothing: I knew that John wouldn’t be persuaded back. So that she could see John, Mimi agreed to do his washing. He’d take a pile around to her every few days and stay long enough to eat a huge meal, but he had no interest in moving back: he and Stuart loved living together, and when Stuart won sixty pounds in a prestigious art competition, John persuaded him to spend the lot on a bass guitar and join the Quarrymen.

Stuart wasn’t a natural musician and struggled to master the guitar, his fingers callused and bleeding as he practiced for hour after hour. When the boys did a gig he often turned away from the audience so that they couldn’t see how little he was playing. John knew Stuart was the group’s weak link, but he didn’t care: he wanted him along. It was the perfectionist Paul who found such an inexperienced guitarist hard to accept and this led to rows and even fights between him and Stuart. I think Paul was also a bit jealous of Stu; until then he had had most of John’s attention.

The boys had started playing at a club called the Jacaranda, on Slater Street, not far from college. The Jac, as we called it, was in a cellar, like the Casbah. Condensation dripped off the walls and it was so dark inside that we could hardly see each other, but this added to the slightly dangerous, exciting atmosphere. The Quarrymen got their first gig there after John begged the owner, a bluff Welshman called Allan Williams, to give them a chance. Some of Liverpool’s biggest groups played at the Jac, including Rory Storm and the Hurricanes, whose drummer was a lad called Ringo Starr.

By now the boys had smartened themselves up a bit: they all wore black jeans and polo necks, which gave them an edge over some of the other fledgling beat groups then doing the rounds in Liverpool. Allan Williams was closely involved with Liverpool’s budding beat scene and he regularly organized gigs for groups at venues all over the city. After much nagging on John’s part, he got the boys a session at the Grosvenor Ballroom in Seacombe. It was a rough spot, where local gangs often fought, and that night I kept a low profile, head down to avoid trouble. The place was so noisy you could barely hear them play, and as soon as they’d finished we shot out.

The image of the group was changing rapidly. They’d dropped the old skiffle sound and the ballads by Cliff Richard and the Everly Brothers in favor of the far more exciting rock and roll numbers that were racing up the charts.

To fit with their changing image the boys decided it was time for a new name. We had a hilarious brainstorming session over a beer-soaked table in the Renshaw Hall bar, where we often drank. John loved Buddy Holly and the Crickets, so they toyed with insect names. It was John who came up with Beetles. He changed it to Beatles because he said if you turned it round it was “les beat,” which sounded French and cool. They settled on the Silver Beatles.

Soon afterward Allan Williams got the boys an audition with a man called Larry Parnes who had a reputation for creating stars: he had discovered Tommy Steele, who was a huge name then, Marty Wilde and Billy Fury among others. He was in Liverpool looking for a backing group to go on tour with Billy Fury, and John and Paul were wild with excitement. As they still didn’t have a drummer, a guy from one of the other bands stood in at the audition to help them out.

The boys failed the audition, and Paul blamed Stuart’s poor playing. But Parnes offered them an alternative, backing one of his lesser-known singers, Johnny Gentle, on a tour of northern Scotland for two weeks, for a fee of eighteen pounds each. This was their biggest break by far and they were delighted. It meant John and Stuart bunking off college for the week, but John was barely turning up anyway, and Stuart would easily make up anything he missed. George was in his first job so he took his annual two-week holiday. It was a bit tougher for Paul, who was due to sit his A levels in a few weeks’ time and had already applied to teacher-training college. Understandably his dad was reluctant to let him go. But Paul told Jim that a break would refresh him for the exams and, in the end, he agreed.

The final problem they had to face was their lack of a drummer. Luckily a local jazz drummer named Tommy Moore agreed to go with them. He was quite a bit older than the other four, but that didn’t matter. They piled into a van driven by Johnny Gentle and set off.

During those two weeks I missed John like mad, but he sent me postcards and I had a chance to catch up on my collegework. We had exams coming up and of course I really wanted to pass.

When the boys got back from the tour, they were exhausted, filthy, sick of the sight of the van—and high on their success. They’d played ballrooms and nightspots in out-of-the-way places and had received an enthusiastic welcome. It was the first time any of them had been asked for their autograph, which had made them feel like stars—and they loved it. John and I couldn’t wait to be alone together, so Stuart went out for a few hours. We began to make love—until a sharp abdominal pain made me cry out and brought things to an abrupt halt.

John became more and more concerned as I writhed in agony and begged him to get me home. We got dressed and he took me to the station where I crawled onto the train. As soon as I walked through the door my mother took one look at my white, drawn face and called an ambulance.

It was appendicitis and I was stuck in hospital for two weeks. After a couple of days John came to visit me, dragging George with him. I had been so desperate to see John, and was so frustrated when I saw George, that I burst into tears. Shocked, John told George to hop it and held my hand for an hour to mollify me. After a while my mum arrived, and later took John and George back to our house for tea.

I recovered in time to sit my exams and was delighted when I passed. But John, despite my best efforts to help him at the last minute, failed dismally. I had sat over his lettering for hours while he and Stuart cracked jokes and peered over my shoulder, but it wasn’t enough to save him. He had done virtually no work that year and was thrown out of the college before his final year.

Not that he cared. After the Scottish tour the boys had regular gigs at local clubs and nightspots at least twice a week, and John was certain that music was his future. He and the others were longing for another big break, and while they waited, they dropped “Silver” and the group became known as the Beatles.

Their next break wasn’t long in coming. In August 1960 Allan Williams offered them a six-week stint playing in a nightclub in Hamburg, Germany. He had been exporting groups over there since a German seaman had heard a steel band playing in the Jacaranda and told people back home how good they were. A Hamburg nightclub had engaged them and Allan had followed them there and got to know a man called Bruno Koschmider, owner of the Kaiserkeller nightclub. Bruno agreed to try out a Liverpool beat group called Derry and the Seniors. When they proved a success, he asked Allan for another group. He suggested the Beatles.
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The boys were due to leave for Hamburg in two weeks’ time, on August 16. There was just one problem: they still didn’t have a drummer. They racked their brains until someone mentioned Pete Best.

The Blackjacks had fallen apart when a couple of the members decided to move on, so Pete had a great set of drums and no group. Like Paul, he’d left school that summer with good enough qualifications to get into college, but by this time he had a taste for the entertainment business. Paul gave him a ring and invited him to join the Beatles for the Hamburg trip. He leapt at the chance, and he, Stu, John, Paul and George were on their way.

Pete was good-natured but very quiet, with the kind of sultry, moody looks that had girls flocking around him. While the other boys mucked around, teased each other mercilessly and wisecracked their way through rehearsals, Pete said little and often seemed to be in his own little world. He seldom showed any emotion; he was as happy as the others to be going to Hamburg, but while they leapt around shouting, “Look out, you krauts, here we come,” Pete shrugged, smiled and got on with setting up his drums.

Most of the boys’ parents were fine about the trip. George’s mum and dad were a lovely couple who, although he was still only seventeen, wanted him to follow his dream. His mum warned him to be careful, made Allan promise to look after him, then sent him off with clean clothes and a tin of homemade scones.

Paul’s dad was reluctant at first—he still hoped his son would go to teacher-training college. But Paul was no longer interested in teaching. Jim saw that and, despite his worries for his elder son, let him go to Hamburg with his blessing.

Pete’s mum had always encouraged his dreams of going into entertainment, so she was happy too, and Stuart, the oldest Beatle, had no problems with his mum, Millie.

The only person who disapproved was Mimi. She was horrified and did everything she could think of to stop John going. He had largely hidden his passion for music from Mimi. She had told him so often that playing the guitar was all very well but he’d never earn a living at it that he was sick of hearing it. When he was younger she’d forbidden him to play in a group, so most of the time John lied to her about what he was doing. He practiced at friends’ homes or in college, and when he and the group played in clubs, he told Mimi he was having a night out with friends. So, she was shocked to discover that John was not only in a group but one that had got far enough to be invited to play abroad for several weeks. Nevertheless, she didn’t change her hardline position: she clucked, admonished and pleaded with John to get back to his studies. But nothing and no one could have swayed him and in the end Mimi had no choice but to accept it.

Not long before the boys left John phoned to tell me that Mimi had gone out for the day to visit her sister Nanny in Birkenhead and he was at her place. It was a rare chance for us to be alone, without the presence of Stu or anyone else. “Come over as fast as you can,” he urged. He had borrowed a camera and wanted to take some photos of me to take with him to Germany. He insisted I try out various seductive poses while he snapped away, so I put my hair up, let it down, hitched up my skirt and thrust out my chest in an attempt to do my best Brigitte Bardot.

After the photo session we made love, then lit a fire and lay on the sofa in front of the television, eating anything we could find in the fridge. It was all the more exciting for being so illicit. Mimi was due back that evening and eventually we agreed reluctantly that we’d better go. Then the phone rang. It was Mimi: the fog was so bad that the buses weren’t running so she wouldn’t be back until morning.

We couldn’t believe our luck. I called Phyl, then my mother, to say I was staying at Phyl’s. For the first time John and I spent a night together. Squeezed into his single bed we slept curled up in each other’s arms.

By morning the fog had cleared and I left early—we weren’t about to take any chances. Our night together had been blissful and we didn’t want it ruined by Mimi’s sudden appearance.

John and I were incredibly close and I was terrified at the thought of parting from him. We had been together almost every day for nearly two years, so the thought of a six-week separation was unimaginable. And we both knew it might be for longer: if they did well their contracts might be extended. John didn’t want to leave me either. We promised each other that we’d be faithful and write to each other every day, and he made me promise not to smoke too many ciggies. Despite his own twenty-a-day habit, compared with my two-a-week, he hated women smoking and wanted me to stop altogether.

Allan was going to drive the boys to Hamburg. After a few last kisses I waved John off, tears running down my cheeks as the van disappeared round the corner. I felt sure of him in Liverpool, but I didn’t know anything about Hamburg or the girls there. Would John still love me when he got back?

I felt really despondent and threw myself into my neglected art. My mother didn’t say anything, but I could see that she was delighted to have me back at home for so much of the time. She wasn’t over the moon about my relationship with John; although she had said little I knew she thought he was too rough, not the sort of steady boy she had in mind for me. No doubt she was hoping that, with John so far away, things would cool off and I’d forget about him.

But there was no chance of that. I was madly in love, and when John’s letters began to arrive I was reassured that he still felt the same about me. He wrote to me almost every day, letters that were ten pages long, covered with kisses, cartoons and declarations of love. Even the envelopes bore poems, kisses and messages like “Postman, Postman, don’t be slow, I’m in love with Cyn so go, man, go.” His letters could be as lewd as they were passionate: he made me blush with references to the “massive throbber” he had when he thought of me. I had to find a good hiding place for them—my mother would have been scandalized if she’d read them.

At one point John wrote that he’d bought me “a fantastic pair of leather pants.” I thought he meant trousers and I was thrilled, imagining how cool I’d look in them at college. I was soon disillusioned: he must have realized I’d interpret what he’d said wrongly and in his next letter he explained that he’d bought me a tiny pair of black leather briefs—he even drew them, and added that he couldn’t wait to see me in them.

In turn, I wrote to John, enclosing what I hoped were sexy photographs, taken in the Woolworths photo booth—the latest in new technology. I was determined to do what I could to keep him faithful, so I would put on my most provocative outfit and pout as seductively as I knew how. I’d contort myself into sexy poses in the cramped little cabin—one hand behind my head, chest thrust forward and what I hoped were come-to-bed eyes. The results, when the photos popped out, were sadly disappointing. Far from the enigmatic temptress I’d hoped to become, I looked more like one of John’s ludicrous cartoons. Nonetheless I sent them off to John. I had no photo of him and begged him to send me one that I could carry around with me. Plenty arrived, but nothing I could display publicly, or even look at without laughing. There were insanely grinning hunchbacks, grotesque poses and ghastly leers. John could never play anything straight.

A few weeks after John left, I spent my twenty-first birthday quietly with Mum, celebrating in front of the television with a cup of tea. I didn’t mind: I’d promised not to go out and have fun without John and I didn’t even want to. Phyl was twenty-one a few days later, so I took a bottle of champagne and a silver key into college. We drank the champagne in our life class, broke the key in half, and each kept a piece as a symbol of our friendship.

The story of the boys’ first trip to Hamburg has now passed into legend, but I had my own unique perspective on it through John’s many long, detailed letters. He wrote about every aspect of their stay, including those he would never have wanted his family to know about. I kept his letters for several years, but destroyed many in the aftermath of our divorce. I sold others when I was desperate for money. Of course, I regret it now because John’s letters were precious to me.

He was graphic about their living conditions. They had expected to play in the Kaiserkeller, but when they arrived they were told they’d be playing in another of Bruno Koschmider’s clubs, the much smaller Indra. The previous act had been a risqué girlie show and most of the punters made it clear that they didn’t think much of the Beatles and wanted the girls back. The boys had to work hard to win them over. The audience expected a real show and the boys weren’t about to let them down. Until then they’d only ever played one-hour sets but now they were expected to play for seven or eight hours, so they spun out each song for twenty minutes, cavorting on the tiny stage as they played, and stomping their feet to emphasize the beat. John, a natural showman, was brilliant at dancing, rolling around or leaping in the air, and the audience was soon enjoying the cocky young group from Liverpool.

The boys were put up in a cinema called the Bambi, which had once been a theater. The dirty, disused dressing rooms were their living quarters. They slept on camp beds with ancient blankets and used the grubby public toilets, with only washbasins, no showers or baths. After playing late into the night they’d be woken each day by the sound of the first film screening. They’d head for the ladies’ toilets, which were the cleanest, but would usually be thrown out by an outraged woman.

John often complained in his letters about how awful it was but, reading between the lines, I could see that he was enjoying the whole experience, especially after they had begun to make an impact. At first there were few customers in the club, but when word got out about the show it was crowded every night and stayed open past its usual closing time of twelve-thirty until two a.m.

After two months the Indra was closed because of complaints about the noise, and the Beatles were moved to the Kaiserkeller, where another Liverpool group, Rory Storm and the Hurricanes, were playing. The Beatles and Rory Storm’s group played alternately through the evening, an hour at a time for twelve hours, and the crowds loved them. The boys knew Rory Storm’s group—they were bigger in Liverpool than the Beatles, who had only got the Hamburg job because Rory Storm was busy and turned it down. Later, Rory’s band decided to give Hamburg a go, and it was in Hamburg that the boys met the group’s drummer, Ringo Starr. He seemed pleasant enough, but they didn’t get to know him well.

The Kaiserkeller, like the Indra, was situated on the Reeperbahn, Hamburg’s Soho, where the streets were lined with clubs offering live sex shows, strippers and all-hours alcohol. Drugs and violence were rife. John wrote that they often saw people draw flick-knives and the waiters carried a cosh to keep order. It was a world away from Liverpool, but luckily their parents had no idea of it and I certainly never mentioned it to Mum or anyone else.

It didn’t occur to me that the boys would take drugs. It was only after they got back that John told me they’d learned to stay awake through the night by swallowing slimming pills. Pete had refused to try them, but the others thought they were great and soon graduated to stronger pills, amphetamines called Black Bombers and Purple Hearts. They barely slept and didn’t eat properly, but they were having the time of their lives and their contracts were extended several times.

I was glad of their success, but all my energies were concentrated on willing John to avoid the temptation of other girls. I began to get worried when he started to write about a girl called Astrid Kirchherr. She was a photographer’s assistant who had seen the Beatles with her boyfriend, Klaus Voormann. She had been reluctant to go, but Klaus had wandered into the club alone one night when they were playing and told her they were sensational.

Once Astrid had seen them in action, she agreed with Klaus and they went back almost every night. Astrid was a middle-class girl, who had come across the Beatles in an area where most respectable Hamburg citizens would never go. But once she and Klaus had told their friends about the group, more and more of them went to the club, and gradually students took over from the previous, somewhat rougher clientele. Between sets the boys would sit with Astrid, Klaus and their friends. Only Pete, who’d taken German in school, could speak any of the language, but some of the students spoke a little English.

Astrid was fascinated by the boys’ teddy-boy style and they were flattered by her interest. She wanted to photograph them and invited them to her home for tea. They were astonished by her black and white candle-lit room—and delighted by the ham sarnies she served, the most “normal” food they’d had in Germany. They began to go most days to Astrid’s for a meal.

To John and the other boys, Astrid was glamorous and sophisticated. They were bowled over by her hip black clothes, her avant garde way of life, her photography and her sense of style.

As John’s letters became filled with “Astrid this” and “Astrid that” I was consumed with jealousy, certain it would be only a matter of time before he wrote to tell me he was in love with her. Eventually I was put out of my misery: John wrote that Astrid had fallen in love with Stuart. She’d been drawn to his James Dean looks, which were enhanced by the dark glasses he wore almost all the time. Like John and me, he was short-sighted, and got around the problem by wearing hip frames with dark prescription lenses.

When Astrid broke off her relationship with Klaus—who must have regretted ever taking her to see the Beatles—and got together with Stuart, she was twenty-two and he was twenty, but two months later they were engaged and bought each other a gold ring, according to the German custom. Not long after this the boys were offered a contract with a bigger, better club, called the Top Ten. They’d been sneaking over there to watch a singer called Tony Sheridan, whom they thought was great, and had had a couple of jamming sessions with him. But this was strictly against the terms of their contract with Bruno Koschmider, who was furious.

Just as they were about to move to the Top Ten the police found out—or were tipped off—that George was only seventeen and had no work permit or resident’s permit. The clubs they were playing in didn’t admit under-eighteens. George had got away with it for four months, but his luck had run out and he was ordered to leave the country. Astrid and Stu drove him to the station and put him on a train home with a bag of sweets and some apples. Days later the other four had hit trouble. When Paul and Pete were clearing their things out of the Bambi, to move into nicer accommodation at the Top Ten, they accidentally started a small fire when a candle fell onto some old sacking. There was little damage, but Koschmider called the police and they were ordered to leave the country.

A couple of days later John was told that his work permit was being revoked, so he, too, set off for home. He told me later that he’d been terrified traveling alone, wondering if he’d ever find England. He had never been abroad before and had been driven to Hamburg by Allan Williams, so it was his first journey alone. No wonder, as he rattled along in trains for a couple of days, he got nervous. Stu was ordered to leave as well, but as he had tonsillitis, Astrid gave him the airfare.

As soon as John got back he called me and I rushed over to his place. He was delighted to see me but the way things had ended in Germany had left him dispirited. After all their success they’d drifted back to England one or two at a time, with no prospects and no idea of what to do next. As far as he knew, it might be the end of the road for the Beatles.

Despite their reasonable pay in Germany John came back with little money. He’d sent back some of his earnings to Mimi, proud that he could help her at last. He had also saved enough to buy me a handsome present: he’d seen all kinds of fantastic leather clothes in Germany and he wanted me to have a leather coat. We headed for C & A Modes, a large department store in the center of town, where we scoured the long racks of coats. Black was John’s first choice of color for me, but as there wasn’t one in my size, we chose a gorgeous three-quarter-length chocolate brown one for seventeen pounds. It was my first present from him and I felt so gorgeous in it I couldn’t wait to show it off.

We went to visit Mimi. There was a delicatessen called Cooper’s next door to C & A, so we bought her a cooked chicken for tea and set off, full of high spirits. But if we thought we could share our happiness with Mimi, or that she would be pleased to see us, we revised our opinion fast. When she saw the coat and heard that John had bought it for me she hit the roof. She screamed at John that he’d spent his money on a “gangster’s moll” (even with Mimi yelling at us it was funny) and hurled first the chicken, which she grabbed from me, then a hand mirror at John. “Do you think you can butter me up with a chicken when you’ve spent all your money on this?” she screamed. “Get out.”

The color drained from John’s face. “What the fuck’s the matter with you? Are you totally crazy?” he shouted.

I was rooted to the spot. Mimi’s outburst was beyond my comprehension.

John pushed past his aunt, grabbed my arm and dragged me through the back door. “Come on, let’s get out of this madwoman’s house,” he muttered. We ran to the bus stop. John put his arm round me and apologized for her. “All she cares about is fucking money and cats,” he said.

I wanted to go home, so we got the bus to the station and spent the journey in silence. It wasn’t the first time Mimi had attacked him violently, but it was the first time she’d done it in front of someone else, and he was ashamed as well as angry.

We didn’t visit Mimi’s together for a while, and I never dared to wear the coat around there again.

That day her behavior toward John was probably a mixture of fury that John had spent money on me, rather than handing it over to her, and jealousy because he obviously cared about me. Mimi wanted and expected John’s devotion, and if you got in her way you were not popular. She constantly hounded and oppressed him. He often complained that she never left him alone and found fault with everything he did. Even before his mother died she had been the closest thing he had to a parent, and he wanted to please her, but she made it impossible for him. Years later, when he was world-famous and wealthy, he was still trying to earn her approval and she was still telling him off.

Most descriptions of Mimi that have appeared in print were based on interviews with her—she outlived John by eleven years. She loved to fuel the image of the stern but loving aunt who provided the secure backdrop to John’s success. But that wasn’t the Mimi I knew. She battered away at John’s self-confidence and left him angry and hurt.

No doubt the impossibility of pleasing her was at least part of John’s drive toward success. But, as his girlfriend, I found it hard to forgive her carping, when a little kindness or encouragement would have meant so much to him. Perhaps that was why the unconditional love and support I gave him meant so much to him.

After Hamburg John didn’t contact the other Beatles for a couple of weeks, but when he did they decided to get back together. Poor George had been so embarrassed at having been sent home that he didn’t realize for some time that the others were back too. He’d got another job, and so had Paul, who, urged by his dad, had done a stint at the post office, then started at a delivery firm.

While the boys had been away Allan Williams had been busy. He’d sent so many groups to Hamburg that he had decided to build a new club in Liverpool where they could really show off their talents. He called it the Top Ten, after the Hamburg one, but sadly it was burnt down six days after it opened. John and the others never even saw it.

Their first date, a few weeks after their return, was at the Casbah, where Pete’s mum was more than happy to offer them the chance to perform again. Neil Aspinall, who was now living with Mona Best, put posters up all over the place saying “Return of the Fabulous Beatles” and their loyal audience was delighted to see them again.

When I watched them that night, I couldn’t believe how much they’d changed since I’d last heard them play. After so many hours of performing in Germany, they’d improved beyond all recognition. They’d gone from good to fantastic and the fans screamed with delight at the raw, noisy rock and roll the boys played. It was magnetic—you couldn’t listen to them without wanting to dance. At that time the Shadows, Cliff Richard’s backing band, were huge, and their instrumental “Apache” had stormed up the charts. Everyone was imitating their clean-cut style, all smart suits and shiny shoes, so the Beatles, in leather jackets and boots they’d bought in Hamburg with their loud, pulsating beat, were something different.

Not long after the Casbah gig, they got a date at the Litherland town hall. It was the biggest place they’d played in so far and the kids there went wild. The boys did what they’d done in Hamburg, throwing themselves about the stage and playing numbers that went on and on. Before the end of the night, they’d been signed to appear there again. Suddenly they were really making it in Liverpool. They were no longer just one of the beat groups doing the rounds but a big attraction, with their own distinctive sound and style. A local write-up at the time described the Beatles “exploding onto a jaded scene,” and “exploding” was the right word: the boys’ energy, humor and wild, pounding music packed such a punch that it left Liverpool’s teenagers crazy with excitement and demanding more.

After that first night at the Litherland, John’s confidence returned. He could see they were going somewhere and he couldn’t wait. They got plenty of dates and they started to make more money, earning six pounds a night and sometimes more. They’d gone from being the fourth or fifth best group in Liverpool to snapping at the heels of Rory Storm and the Hurricanes, who’d been at the top for a couple of years. Of course, Liverpool wasn’t the only place in Britain spawning enthusiastic beat groups: they were springing up all over the country. But it seemed that at that time there was a special energy in Liverpool, which produced an astonishing pool of talent, energy and ambition.

The Cavern club had been a traditional jazz venue for some years, but now that jazz was on the wane and rock and roll was taking over, the management had decided they’d better move with the times. The Cavern was in Mathew Street, a cobbled alley full of warehouses, lorries and litter. It was a dark, cramped cellar in a basement with poor ventilation and bad acoustics. Condensation dripped down the walls, the stage was tiny, and when it was crowded it was so hot you could hardly breathe the thick air that reeked of sweat and smoke. The Beatles got the job there through a local disc jockey called Bob Wooler, who was in his late twenties and very involved in the local beat scene. He thought the boys were good—he’d got them the Litherland town-hall job and persuaded the Cavern’s owner, Ray McFall, to give them a try.

Bob first announced the Beatles at the Cavern on March 21, 1961, and before long they were playing there several times a week, at lunchtimes and in the evenings—over the next couple of years they played there 292 times altogether.

John was excited by the way things were going, although Mimi was still urging him to get some qualifications and a proper job. John humored her, but he had no interest in what he called “bits of paper.” He wasn’t cocky or arrogant about it—in fact, sometimes he worried about the future—but something told him deep that things would work out and that it wouldn’t be through passing exams.

He put in a lot of effort on behalf of the group, nagging anyone he thought would give them an opportunity to play. He knew that the Litherland and the Cavern were the breaks they’d been hoping for. John and Paul had always been competitive. Although the other band members—and the audiences—knew that John was the group’s leader, Paul wanted to be involved in all the decisions, whether they were about which venue to play or which songs to use. The two sang alternately on stage and each had his own style. John exuded pent-up energy and sexuality, strutting and pacing the stage with his head tilted back, as if he was looking down his nose at the crowd. Most people took this for arrogance, and John had plenty of that, but he actually did it because he was so short-sighted. He was relatively aloof from the audience—he did most of the announcements and took the mickey out of people in suits or smart clothes, taunting rockers, students, older people—whoever was there. The more outrageous he was, the more popular the Beatles became.

Paul was also energetic on stage, but his style was more seductive than John’s. He wooed the crowd, made friends with them, and the girls loved his big eyes and baby face. He was the most popular with girls, but John didn’t mind—all of the boys attracted plenty of attention and loved the fans coming to tell them how great they were. John and Paul always had a special link between them, a chemistry that added to the heat; they knew intuitively how to share the stage and the limelight, how to spar with each other and how to play the audience so that the girls went wild. George, who played lead guitar, was quiet and serious. If anyone asked him why, he’d say that he couldn’t afford to make a mistake. Stu and Pete were quiet too, so the way was clear for John and Paul to take center stage.

Within weeks of the boys starting to play regularly at the Cavern, girls all over Liverpool were slipping out of school at lunchtime and coming to the club, where they’d queue down the street to get in. The most ardent of these was a group John called “the Beatlettes,” who hung around the stage, fetching the boys drinks and shouting song requests. The Beatles were kind to these regular fans and, knowing they had little money, sometimes bought them a cup of tea or gave them a free ticket.

I went to all the gigs with the group and, as John’s girlfriend, I was often singled out by jealous fans. I learned to stick like glue to my friend Pauline, the girlfriend—later, wife—of Gerry Marsden. His group, Gerry and the Pacemakers, were often on the same bill as the Beatles. Gerry was an ex–van driver who became good friends with John—they matched each other for wit and humor.

Pauline and I were fine while the boys were playing, because the attention was on them, but in the breaks we’d always make sure we went to the ladies’ together because that was where trouble usually flared up. We learned to keep our heads down and not to look any girl in the eye, dashing in and out without bothering to redo our lippy. Even so, we’d often get “She’s a slag, what does he see in her” spat at us as we passed. But as well as the jealous fans there were the nice ones, who would say, “If John loves her then we do as well. Give her a break.” They’d look out for us and hold back the angry ones if they threatened to leap on us and tear our hair out.

Most of the boys’ parents popped into the Cavern from time to time to see them play. Paul’s dad, Jim, used to wait in the dressing room to hand Paul the food he’d bought in his lunch-hour for their tea. Paul would take it home and put it in the oven before Jim got back. Pete’s and Stuart’s mums came, and George’s turned up all the time with friends and relatives to see her boy.

As far as I know Mimi went only once. She heard what John was up to and had to see for herself. I don’t know who was more shocked, Mimi or John, when they came face to face in the club. Mimi stayed only a few minutes and that was that. Of course, her abrupt departure hurt John. He’d have loved her to be proud of him. But her disapproval—she made it clear she thought it was a disgusting place—didn’t surprise him and he took it in his stride.

The boys loved having such a devoted following in Liverpool. It had taken John and Paul five years, but at last they’d found success in their home town. Despite that, though, they were still keen to give Hamburg another try. It had been one of the most exciting times in their lives, but because they’d been ordered to leave, they couldn’t be sure they’d be allowed back in. However, other bands were still going there and they didn’t want to be left out. Allan Williams came to their rescue: he wrote to the German consulate, praising the boys’ musical ability and characters, and explained that they’d been exploited on their previous visit. This time, he said, they were going to work for an honorable businessman, Peter Eckhorn, owner of the Top Ten Club.

It did the trick. The boys were given work permits, and George was now eighteen so there was no problem with his age. In April 1961 they set off for Hamburg for their second visit. This time I was quite happy about it—because I was going too.
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I had never been outside Britain before, but now I was going to Hamburg with Dot Rhone, Paul’s girlfriend, and we were so excited and scared that neither of us could sleep the night before we set off. We left a couple of weeks after the boys. It was the Easter holidays and I had two weeks off college, while Dot had taken time off from her job as a pharmacist’s assistant.

Paul and Dot had been going out together for a few months. She was seventeen, petite and blond with an elfin face, and she was great fun. I was pleased that another of the boys had a steady girlfriend, someone I could go around with and who knew what it was like to hang about in nightclubs waiting for your boyfriend to finish playing, then chatting to the fans before he got to you. It wasn’t that I minded all this—I was used to it, I knew John loved me and I was proud of him—but it was so different from other girls’ lives. I had to wait all evening and often half the night while my boyfriend was the focus of attention for dozens of girls before I got to be alone with him. When Dot came along, I could share with her the hours of hanging around as well as the perks—like traveling to Hamburg.

Paul’s dad and my mum saw us off on the boat train from Lime Street station. We were armed with plenty of cheese butties and flasks of tea, and waved like mad, yelling good-bye. Two naive girls setting off into the world without a clue about what we were doing.

The train traveled through the night, and in the early morning we took the ferry to Holland where we caught our next train. We slept on and off, but by the second day our real problem was hunger. The butties were long since finished and the train from Amsterdam to Hamburg had no dining car, so the only way we could get food was from the stations we stopped at along the way. However, we were reluctant to get off and search for something to eat in case the train left without us. Neither of us could speak a word of anything but English, so we couldn’t ask how long the train would stop for. We had to hang on and dream of the meal we’d eat when we arrived.

We had a romantic picture of our arrival in Hamburg—our boyfriends waiting with open arms on the misty platform as we stepped, fresh as daisies and looking gorgeous, from the train. The reality was a bit different. The train arrived in the early morning, and once we’d battled to get the door open, we almost fell out, bedraggled, exhausted and desperate for something to eat.

On the platform we looked around. No one was there. It was an extremely long platform, and after a while we saw John and Paul running toward us. As they got closer we saw that they looked even worse than we did—exhausted and baggy-eyed, they reeked of alcohol and their clothes looked as though they hadn’t been washed for a week.

Despite the state of us all, it was a wonderful reunion. When John and Paul reached us, there were hugs, kisses and shouts of joy. The boys had played in the club until two, then stayed up all night, too excited about our arrival to go to bed. They’d both drunk plenty of booze and taken pep pills and they almost overwhelmed us with their nonstop talk and excitement. It was some time before we could make them understand that we needed to eat, but eventually they took us to the Seamen’s Mission on the Hamburg docks, where we all ate a massive breakfast.

The boys had arranged that I would stay with Astrid and her mother at their home, while Dot was on a houseboat belonging to Rosa, the loo attendant at the Top Ten, so after the meal we went our separate ways. I was nervous about meeting Astrid—John had made her sound so confident and glamorous and I was afraid I’d feel gauche and awkward next to her. When we got to her house, she came to the door, looking as stunning as I’d imagined. She wore jeans, a polo neck and a leather jacket—all black. Her blond hair was cut short and layered and her makeup was understated and beautifully done. But I needn’t have worried: Astrid gave me a hug and we liked one another immediately. It was the beginning of a warm friendship. Astrid was gorgeous, but she was fun too and I never felt intimidated by her.

Her room was a different matter, though. I’d never seen anything like it. The walls and ceiling were covered with silver foil and everything else was black. Her bed had black satin sheets and a black velvet cover. Sketches and paintings hung on the silver walls, highlighted by spotlights, and a stunning dried-flower arrangement softened the starkness of the room. It took my breath away and I couldn’t help comparing it with my bedroom at home, the flowered nylon bedspread, prim wallpaper and neat little dressing table. I longed to be as bold, creative and futuristic as Astrid.

Those two weeks in Hamburg opened my eyes in so many ways. It was exciting to be away from home, with no restrictions or rules, and I felt so free. Hamburg was like a larger, more wicked version of Liverpool—a city by the sea, with a massive shipping industry along its docks and a huge number of people passing through it from what seemed like every nation on earth. In some ways, German was similar to the guttural sound of pure Scouse and I wasn’t surprised that the boys felt so at home there.

It was a happy, carefree time for John and me, without Mimi or Mum hovering over us. John spent every free moment with me and showed me around the city with pride. He pointed out the spots he’d got to know, including Hamburg’s Soho-like area where the girls sat in their windows in varying stages of undress. Much to John’s satisfaction my jaw dropped. I was shocked and fascinated—it was all such a long way from the neat streets of Hoylake.

Every evening Astrid and I would doll ourselves up and head for the Top Ten. The club was a basic set-up—simple metal tables and chairs in a vast room—and the dazzling lights shone down on a rich assortment of people. There were teenagers out for a good time, sailors on shore leave, portly middle-aged men on the way home from work, and gangsters, who looked so menacing I hardly dared glance at them. Fights broke out most nights—flick-knives would appear with terrifying speed and we’d dive for cover until the gun-toting police stormed in and hauled out the troublemakers.

Dot, Astrid and I sat together to watch the boys play and waited for them to join us in their breaks. When they did John and I often sneaked off to the boys’ room to make love before he had to dash back for the next set. The room they were in was a slight improvement on the last, but still pretty rough. It was small and drab, with a tiny window overlooking an internal staircase, two sets of bunk beds and a single, with barely a foot or two of floor space around them.

John sometimes begged me to stay the night with him rather than going home with Astrid, and I’d sneak upstairs and slip into his bottom bunk with him. The two of us could barely fit into it side by side, so we’d lie there wrapped around each other, trying to muffle our giggles, as George snored above and Pete, Stu and Paul lay comatose in the other beds. Not that we ever got to bed before dawn. The boys played every night until two and kept going on pep pills. Dot, Astrid and I took them too so that we could stay awake for the boys. They gave us an incredible buzz—we felt as though we could dance all night and didn’t think twice about them. It was all part of the fun.

After the club closed each night we’d all be far too high to go to bed so we’d head off to eat, the boys cavorting and shouting their way down the street, cracking jokes and fooling around, us girls hysterical with laughter at their antics. Those weeks in Hamburg were among the happiest times John and I had together. We were free and in love, life was full of promise and the sun shone.

Not all the others were as happy, though. Paul and Stuart were bickering increasingly, and Pete was getting on the others’ nerves. It wasn’t that he did anything wrong. He was a nice guy and a good enough drummer. It was simply that his personality was different; he preferred to sit on his own rather than join in with the others’ nonstop banter. They’d tease him, sometimes quite cruelly, but most of it seemed to go over his head. He was so laid-back that he just didn’t mind. Although George was quieter than the others too, when it came to banter he could give as good as he got. Just when you thought he wasn’t listening to one of John’s wicked teases he’d shoot back a withering line that had everyone in stitches.

When it was time for Dot and me to head for home I was heartbroken. I would have loved to stay with John in Germany, but it wasn’t possible: Mum and college were waiting for me, and John had a contract to fulfill. We hugged, cried and kissed as, laden with extra food to ensure that we didn’t starve on the way home, we climbed back onto the train.

Paul had bought Dot and himself gold engagement bands, like Stuart and Astrid’s. She was thrilled—she was mad about Paul and hoped they’d get officially engaged when he came home. When John saw the rings he’d said to me, “Perhaps we should get engaged too.” I was pleased, but I wasn’t worried about getting engaged: it all seemed too soon and we were happy, so why change anything?

At home I regaled Mum with tales of what we’d been up to in Hamburg—editing out the pep pills, the wild nights, the knife fights and anything else that would have horrified her. She also had news for me. My cousin and her husband were emigrating to Canada with their baby. They were both training to be teachers and they wanted Mum to go with them to look after the baby while they finished their studies and got jobs.

Mum was torn. She loved the idea of seeing another part of the world and trying something new, but she felt she shouldn’t leave me on my own. I was close to her and would miss her terribly, but I didn’t want her to pass up an opportunity like that and I knew I could cope.

If she went, the main problem was where I would live. She would have to let the house for the income it would provide and I didn’t like the idea of living there alone anyway.

There was an obvious solution: Mimi had taken in lodgers since her husband’s death seven years earlier and had a vacancy. I hesitated: Mimi had made it abundantly clear that I wasn’t her favorite person. On the other hand I would see plenty of John. He was still living in the room he’d shared with Stuart, but at Mimi’s I’d be much closer to him. And I knew Mimi would like the arrangement because John would come home more often.

Mum agreed to go, as long as I was settled. I waited until John came home from Hamburg, a few weeks later, before I asked Mimi. This time he arrived back in a great mood. Everything had ended on a good note and they had already been asked to go back. He loved the idea of me moving in with Mimi, and when we put it to her she agreed immediately.

When the rest of the boys came home Stuart wasn’t with them: he’d decided to stay with Astrid. He wanted to live with her, get married and make a new life for himself as a painter—always his first love. A Scottish professor who was visiting the Hamburg art college had taken an interest in his work, helped him get in to the art college and even managed to get him a grant. It was clear he would become a successful artist and I suspect he left the Beatles with little regret.

John was happy that Stuart had found Astrid and he knew they’d see each other again when the Beatles went back for their next stint in Hamburg. Still, although he didn’t say much about it, he missed Stu, who was his closest friend. They stayed in touch, writing long letters to each other about anything and everything.

Astrid had had a big influence on the group’s image. She had encouraged Stuart to comb his piled-up teddy-boy hair forward, in a smoother, sleeker style that framed his face. The others laughed when they saw it, but eventually they tried it too—all except Pete, who refused to change his. The new haircut—later christened the mop-top—was distinctive and made them stand out at a time when most other young men in groups were still sporting the greased-up DA. When I first saw John with it, I loved it. It was softer, sexier and classier than the DA had ever been. Astrid also influenced their clothes: they had all bought black leather trousers and jackets, which they wore with the collars turned up to give them their own distinctive look.

Meanwhile there had been a step forward for the group. During their time in Hamburg, while Dot and I were still there, the boys had made their first record. Tony Sheridan, whom they’d met on their first Hamburg trip, had a strong voice and they’d often played as his backing band, so when it was suggested that they back him on a record they leapt at the chance. The song, “My Bonnie,” was a corny old classic that the boys laughed at, and for some reason they were called the Beat Boys on the record—perhaps the German producer thought “Beatles” didn’t make sense—but, still, it was a record and the four were proud of it. Not that it sold many copies—when they got back hardly anyone had heard of it.

At the end of the summer term, not long after the boys had come home, I moved in with Mimi. I was in a little boxroom, barely big enough for the bed, but I didn’t mind because, with Stuart in Germany, John had moved back to Mimi’s so we were both there. With Mimi in the house we didn’t dare sneak into each other’s rooms—we’d have been thrown out of the house instantly—but at least we saw a lot of each other.

Living with Mimi was even harder than I’d imagined it might be. Even though I was paying rent I had to do any number of chores around the house, and she expected me to drop everything and come running to do her bidding. There was no refusing Mimi and I was treated exactly as her other two lodgers. She always had a reason why she couldn’t do a job herself, or needed help. I gritted my teeth and did as she asked. I wasn’t about to fall out with her and lose my room and, besides, after her display of temper over the coat John had bought me I was more than a little afraid of her.

That summer I got a job in Woolworths, working on the cosmetics counter. It gave me enough money to pay Mimi for my keep as my grant was just about finished, and I liked it: the other girls were fun. I’d work in the store all day, then head out to meet John in the evenings. The Beatles were playing somewhere most nights, so I’d meet him beforehand and we’d go together to the venue.

It was around this time that a local newspaper called Mersey Beat was launched, devoted to the local beat scene, with big articles about the two lead groups, Rory Storm and the Hurricanes and Gerry and the Pacemakers. John was asked to write about the origins of the Beatles, which he did in true John style, in a crazy article that made little sense but had us all laughing. It began, “Once upon a time there were three little boys called John, George and Paul, by name christened. They decided to get together because they were the getting-together type. When they were together they wondered what for after all, what for? So all of a sudden they all grew guitars and formed a noise.”

John had always written prolifically—poems, stories, bits of nonsense, often on odd scraps of paper—but this was his first published piece and although he pretended he didn’t care about it he was really proud when it was printed. After that he wrote regularly for Mersey Beat, sending them his jottings and updates on the group’s progress.

In October John turned twenty-one. His aunt Mater gave him a hundred pounds and he decided to spend it on a trip to Paris for him and Paul. I’d have loved to go along, but by then I was in my final year at art college, in training to be an art teacher and busy with teaching practice at a couple of local schools. John and Paul left on October 1 and eked out their money for two weeks, hanging around the clubs in Paris and meeting up, by chance, with a couple of Astrid’s friends from Hamburg.

Also, around this time, the Beatles got their own fan club. Most of the leading groups in Liverpool had one, and the boys were delighted when a group of their followers started one for them. But, despite all their successes, they felt they were standing still. Playing the Liverpool scene was fine, but they wondered whether anything more than that was ever likely to happen. Sometimes John would get quite down about it, especially when Mimi was at her worst, nagging him for wasting his time instead of getting a proper job. But he held out. They were making a bit of money and most of the time he felt sure something fantastic would happen—he just didn’t know what.

John was right. Something wonderful was about to happen. Someone was about to change their lives and he was—literally—just round the corner. When I look back to those days, the way Brian Epstein and the boys met and the events that followed seem almost touched by magic.

It began not long after John and Paul returned from Paris. A lad walked into the NEMS record shop in the Whitechapel area of Liverpool and asked for a record called “My Bonnie” by the Beatles. The owner of the shop was Brian Epstein, and he’d never heard of the single or the group. Most people would have left it at that, but Brian prided himself on being able to get hold of any record his customers wanted. He was puzzled that he hadn’t heard of this one and decided to look in to it. The customer had mentioned that the record came from Germany, so he began with agents who imported foreign records.

Although Brian was aware that there was a flourishing beat scene in Liverpool he wasn’t part of it. He was running one of the city’s most successful record shops and he certainly aimed to have every type of record in stock, but he preferred classical music—he loved Sibelius in particular—so he didn’t go out to hear the beat groups. And since most of them had never made a record, he didn’t come across them very often.

Brian wrote and advertised regularly in Mersey Beat, in which the Beatles were often mentioned and pictured, but he’d never noticed them. His interest in tracking down “My Bonnie” grew when two more customers came in and asked for it. He asked them who the Beatles were and was surprised to discover that they weren’t German but a local group, who had often been into his store to spend an afternoon hanging around listening to records. He decided to go and see them for himself. It made sense for him to stock the record if they were popular locally.

On November 9, 1961, Brian stepped gingerly inside the Cavern for the lunchtime session. He wasn’t impressed by the place, as he told us later. In fact, he thought it was awful—dirty, dark, damp and very loud, the kind of teenage haunt he’d usually be at pains to avoid. He knew that, in his smart business suit, he’d stand out among the teenagers on their lunch break, so he stood quietly at the back.

When the Beatles came on he was fascinated. They were scruffy and cheeky, they smoked, ate and chatted as they played, they shouted to friends, cracked jokes and even turned their backs on the audience. They acted as though they didn’t give a damn. But the kids in the Cavern loved them, and it was clear to Brian that they had something special.

Over the next couple of weeks he saw the Beatles several times. He was fascinated by their energy and their talent, raw and disorganized as it was. As he watched them, an idea formed in his mind. He had joined his family retail business and made a success of both their record stores, but he was bored and needed a new challenge. Perhaps the Beatles were what he was looking for.

He talked to the boys and discovered that their record was on the Polydor label but that they had no manager and no record contract. He ordered two hundred copies of “My Bonnie,” then started asking his contacts in the record industry what managing a group would involve.

On December 3, just over three weeks after he’d first seen the Beatles, he invited them to his office for a formal chat.

By then he had talked to them a few times, but they hadn’t paid him much attention and John hadn’t even mentioned him to me until, shortly before the meeting, he told me that they were seeing the owner of the NEMS record store who wanted to talk about managing them.

John was immediately impressed by Brian. At twenty-seven, he was only six years older, but he couldn’t have been more different: he wore smart suits, he was well off and he owned a record shop. John wondered why a man like that had taken an interest in the Beatles, but he was more than willing to hear what he had to say. John took Bob Wooler, the Cavern MC, with him for support and introduced him to Brian as his dad. John thought it hilarious that Brian had believed him—and it was some time before Brian realized he’d been had.

When Brian began to talk John saw that he meant business. He was calm and to the point. He asked the boys where they wanted to go. They told him they were all certain they wanted a future in music and to be successful, but that they were frustrated because, despite their popularity locally, nothing much was happening.

A week later Brian called them to his office again and told them he wanted to manage them. John trusted him straightaway and was keen to agree, and the other three didn’t take much persuading. A few days later they signed a contract, giving Brian 25 percent of their earnings. They argued for less, but Brian pointed out that he’d probably be paying all their costs for months, if not longer, before they made any money.

So the deal was done, and immediately Brian set about getting the boys to clean up their image and finding them a record contract. It was clear from the start that he was going to put all his energy into making them a success, and his determination impressed them.

The Beatles provided Brian with the opportunity to break away from his family’s business. His parents had always expected him to join his father in running the family’s group of shops, but Brian hadn’t been keen on that. He had set out to be an actor and even got into RADA, London’s most prestigious drama school, but after a year or so there he decided acting wasn’t for him and headed back to Liverpool to do what his father had always wanted him to.

Although he had a flair for managing shops and increased the profits, he wasn’t fulfilled by the work. In the Beatles he found a project that excited him, something he could set out to achieve without his family. It was a challenge—but, more important, he believed in the Beatles.

Over the next few months John and Brian formed a close friendship. John thought Brian was sharp, that he knew what he was doing and could be trusted. He went to Brian’s house regularly to talk to him about the direction the group should go in and what they would need to do.

I met Brian soon after he had signed the Beatles. He was charming, polite, well-spoken and I liked him. He accepted that I was John’s girlfriend, but he told John that it would be better if all girlfriends kept a low profile. I didn’t mind because I had no interest in the limelight. As long as I could be with John, I was content to stay in the shadows.

It didn’t occur to us then that Brian was gay. Life must have been difficult for him. In the early sixties if you were gay you kept it secret. Gays were called “queers,” and were disliked and distrusted by many—there was a huge amount of prejudice against them. Some accounts of that time claim that Brian was in love with John, which was why he wanted to manage the Beatles. I don’t believe this for a second. They had a good relationship, but Brian cared for all the boys and he wanted success for the group because he thought they had something unique. Claims have been made that Brian and John had a gay relationship. Nothing could be further from the truth. John was a hundred percent heterosexual and, like most lads at that time, horrified by the idea of homosexuality.

The bond between John and Brian was one of mutual respect and friendship. They liked and admired each other. Brian could see John’s intelligence and distinctive talent. John appreciated Brian’s business acumen and his ambition for the group. They talked for hours and planned the group’s future together. They both wanted the Beatles to be the biggest thing since Elvis, and were hell bent on making it happen.
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Brian set about trying to get the boys a record contract and groomed them for success. No more eating, chatting, drinking or shouting on stage. No more leather trousers or jeans. No more playing whatever they were in the mood for. Brian wanted them clean, punctual and well-behaved. He wanted them to play their best songs every time, in an hour-long set. The Hamburg style—stringing songs out to five times their length, larking about on stage and insulting their audience—was out.

The boys went along with all this because they could see it made sense. Paul was keen on the changes and George was happy to accept them. But it wasn’t easy for John. When Brian asked them to wear suits and ties John growled for days. That was what the Shadows—the group John most despised—did. John felt it was selling out, that it wasn’t what the Beatles were about, but Brian knew it was necessary if they were ever to break out of the Liverpool scene. So John did as Brian asked. He wasn’t cajoled or pushed: he did it because he understood Brian’s reasoning that if the group were to have mass appeal they had to be more mainstream. But he rebelled in his own little ways, often leaving the top button of his shirt undone or his tie askew.

Brian went to see all the boys’ parents to let them know what he was doing. Most were delighted that this well-off, well-spoken man was taking an interest in their sons’ career. Only Mimi, who trusted no one, was unsure. She was afraid that it was a game to Brian and that he would soon lose interest, leaving John bitterly disappointed. But at least she had accepted that John wanted a career in music and if Brian was part of that, well, so be it.

Pete had always been in charge of the boys’ bookings, but now Brian took over. He began to charge venues more for the boys to play and refused to let them appear unless they got the higher fee. Until then the boys’ organization was haphazard, and they’d take whatever money they were offered. They were often late and had no system for letting each other know where they were due to be. Brian sent them neatly typed lists of their dates and insisted they arrive on time. I enjoyed the new-style Beatles and, despite his grumbles, so did John. He could see that a smarter, cleaner image made sense, as did putting together a performance that included their most popular songs and lasted for a set time. He knew, too, that it was moving him closer to what he really wanted: the all-powerful record contract.

Things between us were good, but it wasn’t always easy to find time to be together. I was busy during the day, with art college and teaching practice and my job at Woolworths, and John was playing most evenings. But I went along to watch him play whenever I could and we’d meet between our commitments. Often we’d just sit in the pub or a café and talk. Or we’d go to the cinema—we loved films and saw everything we could.

The Christmas holidays arrived and with them great news. Brian had persuaded the A&R—artists and repertoire—manager, Mike Smith, at Decca to come and listen to the Beatles. This was unheard-of—someone from a top record company coming all the way to hear a group play—and we were bowled over. The boys played superbly that night, cover versions of rock songs plus one or two of their own, and Mike Smith told Brian he’d like them to come to London for an audition on January 1 at the Decca studios. The idea was to see how they sounded on tape, that was all, no promises beyond that, but to us it sounded like the moon and stars.

Neil Aspinall had officially become the boys’ road manager: he drove them around and was paid a cut of their earnings. He took them to London on New Year’s Eve, while Brian went by train. Like the rest of the boys, Neil had never been to London. He got lost somewhere along the way and the trip took ten hours. The boys arrived in London at ten p.m. and saw in 1962 “watching the drunks jump into the fountains in Trafalgar Square,” as John put it.

The next morning they arrived at Decca for the recording. John told me later that they were terribly nervous and didn’t sing well. Brian had asked them to stick to familiar songs instead of their own, to which they agreed although they’d have preferred to do their own material. At the end they were told they’d done well. Brian bought them dinner and the next day they drove home.

After that there was nothing to do but wait … and wait. Weeks passed, and John and the others pestered Brian about Decca, but there was no answer. As each day passed, their spirits sank a little lower.

In March Brian heard that Decca wasn’t interested. The chap he spoke to told him groups with guitars were on the way out and they didn’t like the boys’ sound. John was down about it—but he couldn’t stay miserable for long. He was convinced Decca was wrong and that they’d make it.

Brian went on trying to get another record company interested. He went up and down to London and the boys would rush expectantly to see him when he got back, only to hear that yet another door had been slammed. Each time they’d mooch around until their mood lifted with the next prospect.

In spite of the lack of interest from the record companies, we all felt that change was in the air. Something was going to happen for the group and it was just a question of carrying on until it did. What we didn’t know then was that, over the next few months, a series of events would change all of our lives. The year 1962 would prove to be an astonishing one, when tragedy, failure, the unexpected and the miraculous combined in ways we could never have imagined.

By April another trip to Hamburg was in the cards. This time Brian had done the negotiating and he’d secured them a better club and more money. They were opening at the Star for the equivalent of forty pounds a week—more than double what they’d been earning before. He insisted that they arrive in Hamburg in style—by plane.

Once again John and I kissed good-bye. I was used to him going now, but I didn’t miss him any less. The only consolation was that I’d have plenty of time to work for my finals, which were looming alarmingly close.

John, Paul and Pete flew from Manchester to Hamburg on April 10, with George following the next day. When their plane landed John saw Astrid waiting for them and waved to her, but as he got closer he saw her stricken face.

Stuart had died a couple of hours earlier. John was stunned and his reaction in the face of the tragedy was to laugh hysterically. He’d done the same thing when his beloved uncle George had died, and again at his mother’s funeral. It was his way of coping with shock and profound grief. And after the laughter came tears. John broke down and sobbed.

From Stuart’s letters, John knew that he’d been suffering from increasingly bad headaches. X-rays and medical checks had shown nothing, but the headaches were so bad that Stuart was often unable to move for pain. He would lie in bed, with Astrid and her mother looking after him. His family in Liverpool were kept informed. They were terribly worried about him and begged him to come home, but Stuart wanted to stay in Germany with Astrid.

That morning he’d developed such a severe headache that Astrid’s mother had phoned her at work to say she was calling an ambulance. Astrid had raced home just in time to go with Stuart to the hospital, but he died in her arms at 4:45 p.m. in the back of the ambulance. The cause of death was later given as cerebral hemorrhage, and Stuart had been twenty-two.

Stuart’s mother, Millie, learned of his death in a telegram from Astrid and flew to Germany to identify his body and authorize a post-mortem. His father was away at sea and didn’t hear until two weeks later. Millie and his sisters, Joyce and Pauline, arranged for his body to be flown home and buried in the church where he had once been a chorister. The boys, contracted to play in Hamburg, couldn’t go to the funeral and Astrid didn’t go either, saying she was ill. I knew John would be grieving and I wanted to be there for him, but all I could do was write words of comfort.

Later, when John got back, we went round to see Stuart’s family and John asked for Stuart’s navy-and-cream-striped college scarf, which they gave him and which he kept for many years.

Soon after Stuart’s death John wrote to me of how angry he was that the local press had got hold of the story. The Beatles had enough of a local following for it to be a prominent story, but John hated it being made public. He was also struggling with what to do about Astrid. He said, “I haven’t seen her since the day we arrived. I’ve thought of going to see her but I would be so awkward—and probably the others would come as well and it would be even worse. I won’t write any more about it cause it’s not much fun.” It was typical of him to appear to dismiss something so distressing with a phrase like “It’s not much fun.” He found it so hard to talk about, or show, his true feelings. Later he talked to me sometimes about Stuart and about the awful sense of loss and guilt he felt. He agonized over why he had lived and Stuart had died, and whether there was anything he could have done. But these glimpses of his real feelings were rare. Most of the time he kept it all deep inside himself. In that letter he also told me that he had lost his voice—perhaps a symptom of unexpressed grief.

During the next few weeks in Hamburg John’s behavior was wild and unpredictable—also, no doubt, a symptom of grief. He saw Astrid eventually, and comforted her in his own blunt way: he told her she must choose to live, not die, and made her come to the club to watch them play. She did, despite her deep depression, which lasted for many months, and valued John’s efforts to help her carry on.

Meanwhile I’d run out of patience with Mimi—I could no longer ignore the tension between us or her bad temper—and decamped to my aunt Tess, Mum’s sister, who kindly took me in. When I told her I was leaving, Mimi was tight-lipped and stalked out of the room. I wrote to tell John, who was more understanding because he knew how hard it had been.

My aunt’s family were lovely, but they didn’t really have room for me and, besides, the secondary school where I was doing my teaching practice was a three-bus journey away. I began to look for somewhere of my own. I scoured the accommodation pages of the Liverpool Echo and found a bedsit I could afford in a tatty little terraced house reasonably close to college and the two schools where I was teaching. Glad as I was to be independent at last, it was hardly the sweet little home I had visualized. For fifty shillings a week I had a grubby room, with a one-bar electric fire to heat it, a tiny one-ring cooker, a single bed, an ancient chair and a moth-eaten rug. I had to put a shilling in the meter if I wanted hot water for a bath in the shared bathroom, and even then the water was barely ankle deep. Still, it was a place of my own and I was determined to cheer it up to be ready for John’s return.

My neighbor in the larger room next door was an eccentric elderly woman who filled her room with cats and bags of coal. The smell every time she opened her door was appalling—she clearly never washed or cleaned and hardly went out. What unnerved me most, though, was that every time I opened my door she was peering at me or lurking on the landing. She was probably lonely, but at the time I found it sinister.

Much to my relief, she left soon after I arrived—I never knew why, or where she went. For a couple of weeks her room was empty, until I had a great idea. I suggested to Dot Rhone that she move in. She was keen, and the landlady agreed, but Dot had to work hard on her parents before they would allow it. In those days it was still unusual to move out of the family home so young, especially for a girl. Eventually, persuaded that their daughter wasn’t going into some hotbed of corruption, her parents agreed and Dot moved into my room, while I took over the larger one.

It took us several days to clean and paint my new room. It was in a truly dreadful state, murky browns and greens, and absolutely filthy, but with a gallon or two of bright paint we transformed it.

With Dot next door, I was a lot less lonely. As Mum and John were away weekends especially had been pretty miserable, but Dot and I had a great time, shopping and cooking together while we looked forward to the boys coming home.

John’s letters made it clear that this time round life in Hamburg was much easier for them. They stayed in a flat above the Star Club and he was keen to tell me how much better their accommodation was: “Did I tell you that we have a good bathroom with a shower did I? Did I tell you? Well I’ve had ONE whole shower, aren’t I a clean little rocker? Hee! Hee!” Working conditions were better too. They only had to play three hours one night and four the next, an hour on and an hour off, which was luxury compared to the long hours and short breaks they’d endured on their previous trips. John called their boss, Manfred, “a good skin” and wrote that they’d got a day off and the boss was taking them on a trip to the sea. Later he said all they did was “eat and eat and eat.”

I had written to tell him about my move and he was delighted: “I wish I was on the way to you with the Sunday papers and chocies and a throbber. I can’t wait to see your room. It will be great seeing it for the first time and having chips and all and a ciggie (don’t let me come home to a regular smoker please Miss Powell). I can just see you and Dot puffing away. I suppose that’s the least of my worries. I love you Cyn, I miss, miss, miss you Miss Powell—I keep remembering all the parts of Hamburg that we went to together. In fact I can’t get away from you—especially on the way and inside the Seamen’s Mission. I love, love, love you.” John often put poignant little pleas in his letters: “I love you, I love you, please wait for me.” Despite his apparent confidence, and his cynicism, he often urged me to wait for him and it betrayed the fear that hovered just under the surface: he had been left so painfully as a child and was terrified that it would happen again. His letters touched my heart and buoyed me up. They were always so full of love, but his pain was clear too, and I ached to hold and comfort him.

For the moment, though, I had to work for my finals and finish my teaching practice at two schools. The first was a mixed secondary-modern in Garston, a tough area of the city. The kids there were lovely and, although they weren’t much younger than I was, I had no problems with them. But the other school was a nightmare. It was a private girls’ college and I hated it. The girls did everything they could to undermine me, even going so far as to destroy a frieze I was helping them with. Things were even worse when the proper art teacher went off sick, leaving me to prepare them for their exams. Totally out of my depth, I inadvertently taught them material for the wrong exam, which resulted in chaos come exam day when they couldn’t do a thing. Much to my relief they were able to resit, but not before I’d received a dressing-down from the headmistress. I wondered whether I was cut out for teaching after all.

In early May, while the boys were still in Hamburg, Brian’s efforts finally paid off. He’d taken tapes to the big HMV record shop in Oxford Street, owned by EMI. He wanted to get them made into a disc, so he chatted up a technician he knew there. The technician recorded the disc and was so impressed that he played it to a music publisher upstairs, who liked it and said he’d speak to a producer he knew at Parlophone, George Martin. Parlophone was part of the EMI empire, which had already turned the Beatles down, but George Martin, a classically trained musician turned producer, listened to the record and agreed to audition them. He liked John singing “Hello Little Girl,” Paul’s singing “Till There Was You,” and George’s guitar-playing. Brian immediately cabled the boys to tell them the good news and ask them to rehearse new material. After that John’s letters were full of their excitement: they were writing songs, planning their future and dreaming of all the money they’d make. George, whose father was a bus driver, was planning to buy his dad his own bus.

They came back from Hamburg in early June and a couple of days later, on the sixth, they had their audition with George Martin at the EMI studio in St. John’s Wood. Neil Aspinall drove them to London, where they stayed at a cheap hotel. The next morning they met up with Brian, who took them straight to the studio where George Martin was waiting. Introductions were made, and the boys, all nervous, played a mixture of their own songs and well-known hits. George Martin said thanks, he’d let them know. All the way home they debated how it had gone. They knew they’d have done better if they hadn’t been so nervous—John and Paul felt their voices had wobbled. They just hoped they had been good enough to earn themselves a contract.

When they got back to Liverpool they were in a state of high suspense, but there was nothing to do but wait and see. Meanwhile they had a “welcome home” night at the Cavern and Brian had lined up plenty of bookings for the next few months.

Both John and Paul loved the new set-up with the bedsits. They had the freedom to nip around to me and Dot whenever they liked and the four of us had a great time. The only drawback was the landlady, who had an unnerving habit of popping in to empty the meter or collect the rent. Since boys in the rooms overnight were strictly forbidden—and John was staying overnight with me whenever he could persuade the eagle-eyed Mimi that he would be with a friend—we crossed our fingers and prayed we’d get away with it.

Then one morning the nightmare happened. John and I were in bed together when I heard the landlady calling up the stairs—she was coming to empty the meter that was in my room. We panicked. I wrapped myself in a sheet and fled into Dot’s room, leaving John to his fate. I heard the landlady go in and, a few minutes later, come out and go back down the stairs. Baffled, I went back into my room. No sign of John. It took me a minute or two to work out that he was under the large pile of blankets, coats and clothing on the bed. He’d grabbed whatever he could see from around the room and piled it on top of himself. Gasping for air and red-faced, he crawled out, cursing the landlady.

We thought we’d got away with it—until I spotted John’s cowboy boots sitting beside the bed. We fell around laughing and thanked heaven that the landlady must have been in a good mood that day.

One evening things went horribly wrong for Dot. She and I were having a girls’ night in and she’d just washed her hair. She had it up in giant rollers and was dressed in an old sweater and a pair of her mother’s bloomers. We were both giggling, imagining what the boys would think if they could see us, when there was a knock at the door. I opened it and there was Paul.

Poor Dot was horrified, but there was nothing she could do and they went into her room. A short time later the door opened again and I heard footsteps running down the stairs. Then the front door slammed. A moment later Dot appeared in my room, sobbing. Paul had broken off their romance. I attempted to comfort her as she cried for the next couple of hours, convulsed with sobs, her little pixie face blotchy with tears, the rollers falling out and her hair coming down in damp strands. She couldn’t believe it had happened, but Paul wanted to be free and that was that. To make things worse, she thought it was the sight of her in rollers and bloomers that had made him finish with her, although in fact he’d come around to end it and her startling appearance had made no difference.

A few days later Dot moved back to her parents’. I understood that she found it too painful to see me, but I missed her so much. She left behind the gold ring Paul had given her and when I found it I kept it for years. One day, years later, when Dot was happily married and living abroad, I saw her and gave it back.

With Dot gone, the bedsit was lonely again, although John came over as often as he could. One day he arrived with a bottle of yellow liquid that smelled disgusting. “It’s the latest thing: instant tan,” he said. “You just slap it on and you look as though you’ve been sunbathing for a fortnight.” Excited by the prospect, we plastered ourselves with it and waited with bated breath. A couple of hours later the color appeared: we were both streaked from head to toe in an appalling shade of murky yellow. We didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. We’d been so enthusiastic that we hadn’t thought of trying it out on an inconspicuous bit of skin first. We did our best to wash it off, but no amount of scrubbing made any difference. We remained yellow-streaked for several days.

The next few weeks brought a series of momentous events. First, just after I had my finals at art college, the boys’ breakthrough arrived: after almost two months of agonizing, they heard that George Martin wanted them to sign a contract with Parlophone Records. We were all ecstatic and John kept shouting “This is it, Cyn, this is it, we’re going to be making records. We’re famous!” We laughed, danced, drank and celebrated.

There was just one hitch: John, Paul and George had agreed that they didn’t want Pete in the band. They decided not to tell him about the record contract and asked Brian to fire him. Brian liked Pete and was reluctant to do so, but he accepted that the others felt he was wrong for the group. My heart bled for Pete. I’d grown fond of him and he was a good drummer, but his face didn’t fit: the boys wanted someone they could have a laugh with, someone who shared their irreverent sense of humor.

Brian hated having to tell Pete the bad news and offered to try to find him work with another band. Pete sat at home for two weeks, unable to face anyone or to understand why the boys he had thought were his friends had dumped him. It was cruel. He had believed he would share the group’s success and his drumming had been part of what had got them that far, but suddenly he was ditched, with no prospects. Even worse, none of the other three had the courage to go and see him, apologize or even to stay friends. Pete was closer to John than he was to the others, they’d been friends for four years, and was particularly hurt that John avoided him. I urged him to go but, as ever, he avoided the confrontation. He thought Pete would be angry and he wanted to avoid a row. It was John at his most cowardly.

Without doubt he, Paul and George could have handled things much better, but were they wrong to do it? I don’t think so—they knew that for the group to work it had to have the right combination of people, and they knew whom they wanted in Pete’s place.

Ringo Starr was the drummer with Rory Storm and the Hurricanes and they’d got to know him in Hamburg. Six months earlier Ringo had sat in with the Beatles for a couple of gigs when Pete had been ill and they’d got on brilliantly with him. When they heard he’d left Rory’s band, they decided to offer him a job. Another band offered him a job at the same time, but the Beatles were paying more and had a record contract, so Ringo said yes to them and that was it. He was in, the only condition being that he had to brush his hair down, like theirs. He said he would.

For the next couple of weeks the boys had to face Pete’s furious fans wherever they went. His moody style had attracted a big following and the girls couldn’t understand why he’d been dumped. It was front-page news in Mersey Beat and the boys were heckled and jeered at several times. But they stuck it out and gradually, as audiences got used to the new face, the fuss died down.

While all this was going on I had only half an eye on it because I was contemplating my own future. On the same day in July I discovered, first, that I had failed one of my final exams and, second, that I was pregnant. I had to decide whether to retake the exam or to give up on becoming an art teacher. Under any other circumstance this decision would have occupied all my thoughts for days to come. But the discovery that I was pregnant wiped everything else out of my mind.

Amazing as it sounds now, John and I had never used contraception. No one had ever said anything to us about it. In those days schools and parents wouldn’t have dreamed of discussing such matters with us. Of course we knew how babies were made and that pregnancy could be prevented, but the level of our ignorance was such that we honestly thought it would never happen to us. Until it did.

When I realized my period was late I didn’t know who to turn to. Eventually I told Phyl, who agreed to go with me to the doctor. The female GP I saw was frosty and patronizing. She examined me, confirmed my fears, then delivered a stern lecture on morals. I left the surgery feeling utterly bleak. What on earth had I done? I didn’t want a baby, not yet. I wanted a career, marriage and a life before children. Now I’d messed everything up.

Phyl was sympathetic and kind, but in the end she had to go home. I sat alone in my bedsit, crying and railing against life, dreading the shame of telling my mother, who was about to visit me from Canada, and wondering how John would react. I expected him to take it badly, and before I told him I made up my mind that I’d cope alone. I knew I couldn’t face an abortion, which, in any case, would be hard to come by and dangerous. I was going to face the consequences and bring up the baby on my own if I had to, although that would have made me a social outcast.

I put off telling John for several days. I would wake up feeling sick, remember the awful truth, then burst into tears. It was a nightmare that wouldn’t go away.

Eventually I plucked up all my courage and told him. As the news sank in he went pale and I saw the fear in his eyes. For a couple of minutes we were both silent. I watched him as I waited for a response. Would he walk out on me? Then he spoke: “There’s only one thing for it, Cyn. We’ll have to get married.”

I asked him whether he meant it. I told him he didn’t have to marry me, that I was prepared to manage on my own, but he was insistent. “Neither of us planned to have a baby, Cyn, but I love you and I’m not going to leave you now.”

I was grateful, relieved and happy. I’d have understood if he had walked away, although it would have hurt. And although I hadn’t thought about marriage yet—believing we had years in which to make that kind of decision—I was certain that I loved him and wanted to be with him. So, on a summer’s night in my little room, John and I decided to marry, have our baby and become a family together. We loved each other and it was what we both wanted, even if it had been forced on us far sooner than we’d have wished.

The next day John told Brian, who asked him to think carefully and told him he didn’t have to go through with it. No doubt Brian was thinking of the future of the group, who’d just got their first recording contract. I’m sure he felt that it would be more appealing to the fans if the boys were all single. But John insisted he wanted to marry me and Brian agreed to help. He got an emergency license and booked the register office for the first available date.

John’s next task was the one he dreaded. Mimi, predictably, was furious when she heard the news. She screamed, raged and threatened never to speak to him again if he went ahead with it. Julia, John’s sister, was sixteen at the time and she was there. Later she told me that John had stood up to Mimi: “You don’t understand, Mimi. I love Cyn, I want to marry her.” Mimi certainly didn’t understand. She accused me of planning the whole thing to trap John and made it clear that she wanted nothing to do with the wedding.

Mimi’s reaction must have hurt John deeply. She was his closest family, had taken the role of mother in his life, yet she’d undermined and criticized him for years. Now, when he needed support and love, she was disowning him and he knew that she would stay away from the wedding and make sure no one else in his family went either. He walked out of the house, vowing not to go back.

I had a much easier time with my mother. Even then, I was so afraid that she would be disappointed in me that it was not until the last day of her visit that I found the courage to tell her. She was staying with my brother Tony and I went to see her the night before she sailed back to Canada. When I told her about my pregnancy her only concern was for me: she felt terrible that she was leaving the next day and couldn’t stay to look after me. But she put her arms around me, told me that we all make mistakes and that it would turn out all right in the end.

The next day Tony, his wife, Marjorie, and I went with Mum to the ship. As we said our last good-byes and she waved to us from the railing, I collapsed in tears and sobbed so hard that Tony and Marjorie had to practically carry me home. I wanted Mum to be with me so badly, but I had to manage without her.

The next day I married John.
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Our wedding was an odd mixture of the comically funny and the downright bizarre. Both John and I were so stunned by the suddenness with which our lives and relationship were changing that the day felt unreal. It was as if we were watching a film, yet taking part in it at the same time.

My panic at finding myself pregnant had subsided when John said he wanted to marry me, but that was when his panic took over. He wasn’t ready to marry. It hadn’t been part of his plan, and it wasn’t part of mine at that stage either. But for John there was an additional concern: he was afraid that his marriage would damage the group’s future. The boys had been told many times that fans wouldn’t accept steady girlfriends and that any women in their lives had to be kept right out of the spotlight. How on earth could he get away with having a wife?

What no one around us understood was that John and I were deeply connected to each other on many levels. Not only were we passionately attracted to each other, we loved each other’s company and we were each other’s best friend. John needed my uncritical love and support and I needed his confident belief in himself and in me. I respected him enormously for standing by me when he knew it might ruin his career, just as he was on the brink of success: he had a streak of fundamental decency that went far beyond simply observing the convention of the day and I loved him for it.

Many commentators on John’s life have said that John would never have married me if I hadn’t been pregnant. In the film Backbeat I was portrayed as a clingy, dim little girlfriend in a headscarf. Totally wrong, of course. Quite apart from anything else I never wore a headscarf.

It’s hard to see our relationship, given that untruthful twist. Both John and I believed we’d marry one day, and so did most people who knew us then—Phyl used to say we were joined at the hip and that John was besotted with me. My pregnancy changed our plans, but not our intentions or feelings for each other.

Accounts of our wedding have often portrayed it as a miserable last-minute shotgun affair that John was virtually forced into. Again, it’s a long, long way from the truth. It was last-minute, which meant that we had no flowers, no reception, no beautiful dress and no photographer, but it wasn’t miserable. In fact, it was the opposite: we were very happy. And John—who was never one to do things the conventional way—was the most determined of us that it would go ahead.

It was all arranged so fast that we had barely time to think. Once the decision had been made it was booked for a couple of weeks later, on August 23. During those two weeks we got more and more excited. We giggled about being Mr. and Mrs., teased each other about being boring old marrieds and pictured ourselves together in our rocking chairs. Our map of the future had changed, but we began to like the idea and John rose to the occasion, becoming gentle and protective toward me.

The wedding was booked for late in the morning at the Mount Pleasant register office and Brian, who proved himself a true friend and far more than just John’s manager, arranged to pick me up from my bedsit and drive me there.

That morning I got ready on my own. I’d have loved Phyl to be with me, but she was away on holiday. I couldn’t afford a new outfit so I wore my best purple and black checked two-piece suit with a frilly high-necked white blouse that Astrid had given me. I put my hair up in a French plait, added black shoes, a black bag, a touch of pink lipstick, and I was ready.

Brian arrived, dapper in a pin-striped suit, and escorted me to his chauffeur-driven car. He looked so smart and the glamorous car made me feel special. He was kind to me on the journey, soothing my nerves and telling me I looked lovely.

The weather was awful. It might have been August but the sky was overcast and gray, and it looked as though it would rain at any moment. I prayed it wouldn’t—at least until I’d got into the register office—because I didn’t have an umbrella. When we arrived, John, Paul and George were pacing about in the waiting room. They were all alarmingly formal in black suits, white shirts and white ties—the only smart outfits they had. George and Paul had made a big effort to look the part and clearly felt it was their role to support John, who was sitting between them, white-faced. I was touched by the effort they’d made, although their clothes would have been more in keeping with a funeral and so would their expressions: all three were horribly nervous.

When I came in John leapt to his feet to hug and kiss me and tell me I looked beautiful. Someone made a crack about the boys’ suits, which broke the ice—we all started to giggle. My brother Tony and his wife, Marjorie, arrived next, hurrying in at the last minute because they’d had to come in their lunch hour. Tony was there to represent our family and he played the big brother to perfection, putting an arm around me protectively. I know John would have loved someone to be there from his family, but Mimi had put paid to that.

Moments later we were ushered into the register office, where the registrar, a dour, solemn man, was waiting for us. As John and I stood in front of him, preparing for our vows, the whole thing took a ludicrously comical turn. A workman in the backyard of the building opposite started up a pneumatic drill and we stared at each other in disbelief. The noise was ear-splitting. Clearly the man wasn’t going to stop so we had no choice but to carry on.

There was another comic moment when the registrar asked the groom to step forward and George did so. But the registrar saw nothing funny in either the drilling or George’s joke, so we all struggled to keep our faces straight. John and I leaned forward, straining to hear the registrar and shouting our responses. Paul, Tony and Marjorie signed the register as our witnesses, and a couple of minutes later we were outside the room. We all burst out laughing, overwhelmed by relief that it was over.

Tony and Marjorie hugged us, then went back to work. The rest of us looked at one another. What next? Brian suggested we go to nearby Reece’s café for lunch.

Outside, the rain was bucketing down. We ran along the street, laughing at the madness of it all, and burst into Reece’s, where we had to queue for the set lunch of soup, chicken and trifle. Reece’s had no license so, when we finally got a table, we toasted ourselves with water. But we didn’t care; we were on a high, and a full church wedding with all the extras couldn’t have made me happier. And despite the anxiety I knew he had felt, John wore a look of pride and pleasure that touched me. It was as though something had changed in him: he was a married man now, soon to be a father, and he liked it.

Neither of us was aware at the time of another bizarre aspect to our nuptials: our wedding had been a carbon copy of John’s parents’ wedding twenty-four years earlier. Julia and Fred had also married at Mount Pleasant, then gone to Reece’s for lunch. They even had Mimi clicking her tongue disapprovingly in the background. When I learned about it later, I hoped that their wedding had been as happy as ours was but, more important, that we would not part as they had.

Brian treated us all to lunch—fifteen shillings a head—then gave us his present. He announced that we couldn’t possibly live in my bedsit and that he had a flat he seldom used, which we could live in for as long as we needed it. John looked at him in amazement and I was so excited by his kindness that I threw my arms around him. Never keen on public displays of emotion, even at weddings, he was embarrassed but pleased to have made us so happy. Neither of us had known that he owned a flat. Brian told us he used it from time to time to entertain clients and we didn’t question it. In fact, we later realized, it was his bolthole. He still lived at home with his parents and needed somewhere to escape to, away from prying eyes, where he could take partners or just enjoy a little privacy. It was typical of his sensitivity and generosity to give it up for us.

That afternoon, we moved into the flat in Faulkener Street. Brian helped me collect my things from the bedsit and John fetched what he needed from Mimi’s. This was something John’s parents most definitely hadn’t had: a little place in which to start married life together. We had a lovely ground-floor flat, tastefully decorated and furnished, with a bedroom, kitchen, bathroom, sitting room and even a little walled garden.

That evening John and the boys had a gig to go to in Chester, which had been booked long before the wedding. I decided to stay in our new home and sort out our things to be ready for when John got back. When he did we lay on the bed in each other’s arms and reveled at the joy of being together. We could hardly believe our luck. We’d never had anywhere to spend time together without the fear of interruption or being caught. This was the first time we could shut the front door and relax, knowing that no one would walk in on us.

“Well, Mrs. Lennon, how does it feel being married?” John asked.

It felt new and a little strange for both of us. John once said it felt like walking about with odd socks on and I knew what he meant. We’d had no time to get used to the idea and suddenly we were married.

Over the next few weeks John was preoccupied with the group, fulfilling engagements and preparing for their first recording. I had a lot of time on my hands, but I was feeling so sick that I didn’t mind. Every morning I rushed to the bathroom to throw up, then groaned my way back to bed. And Brian’s flat had one major drawback: the bedroom was separate from the rest of the flat. To reach it, you crossed the main hall, which was shared with the tenants of the other flats. It meant that anyone could walk in off the street and open our bedroom door, or the door to the rest of the flat, unless we kept them both locked. This was a real pain, especially when I had to throw up. A lot of the time we didn’t bother locking the doors, but when I was there on my own I felt vulnerable so I had to.

When John was at home we enjoyed playing husband and wife. He was loving toward me all through my pregnancy, bringing me flowers or little bits and pieces for our home. Once he came in from a gig and said, “Close your eyes, Mrs. Lennon, I’ve got a surprise for you.” He insisted I feel the gift he’d brought home before I opened my eyes. It was an ancient coffee table, but he behaved as though he’d just got it from Harrods—“Isn’t it fantastic, Cyn? Our first coffee table. Look, it’s handmade, battered copper, only a fiver!” Despite my misgivings about it, I couldn’t help but be swept along by his enthusiasm.

I cooked for us—John wouldn’t have dreamed of cooking and I was fairly hopeless at it. My culinary skills extended to sausage and mash, cheese on toast or—our favorite—a packet of Vesta beef curry and rice with sliced banana on top.

Not long after we married I met Ringo. He’d joined the group five days before our wedding and a few days afterward he came round to see John. Although I’d seen him play many times with Rory Storm’s group we’d never spoken. Unfortunately we got off on the wrong foot. I invited him to stay for supper and served up curry. I didn’t know that after a lot of childhood illness he couldn’t eat spicy food. He refused it and was very offhand, virtually ignoring me as he chatted to John. I was miffed, unable to work out what I’d done wrong. Later I decided he probably thought I was stuck-up—it was the old over-the-water thing again. He came from one of the roughest parts of Liverpool and thought I was a snob from the posh side. Perhaps I made him nervous.

Ringo and I were wary of each other for some time, but gradually we became good friends and I discovered that he was one of the most kind-hearted, easy-going and good-natured men alive. Even before I came to like him I knew he was right for the group. At twenty-two, he was three months older than John and he fit in with the other boys as though they’d all been together forever. They shared the same quick-witted, irreverent sense of humor. He could give back as good as he got from them and they loved that.

Ringo was also a decent drummer, even though he hadn’t had any interest in music until he was seventeen and had taught himself to play. Like John, he came from a broken home. He’d been an only child, named Richard, shortened to Richie, after his father. He was brought up by his mother, Elsie, who parted from his father when Ringo was three. Ringo saw very little of his dad after the split; eventually his father moved away and remarried.

Ringo’s childhood was plagued by illness. At the age of six his appendix burst and he developed peritonitis. He had two operations, was in a coma for ten weeks and spent a year in the hospital. In those days parents weren’t allowed to visit their children very much as it was thought to be too disruptive, so his mother often had to settle for peeping at him when he was asleep. Nowadays we’d be horrified at the idea of keeping a six-year-old apart from his mother for a year, but then it was the norm.

When Ringo was almost thirteen his mother had married Harry Graves. Ringo and he got on from the start. Harry took him to the pictures and bought him comics. But at thirteen Ringo became ill again. A cold turned to pleurisy, which affected his lungs, and he went back to the hospital, this time for almost two years. He learned to knit and make papier-mâché to pass the time but he missed a huge amount of schooling.

When he was discharged he was fifteen and old enough to leave school. He convalesced at home for a while, then had to think about jobs. As a result of his illness he was small and weak, and couldn’t do heavy work. He went to work for British Railways as a messenger, but failed the medical and had to leave. After that he got a job as an apprentice fitter.

It was then that the skiffle craze arrived and he helped to start a group, using some secondhand drums that Harry bought for him for ten pounds. Ringo’s group did the rounds of dances and parties, and then he was asked to join Rory Storm. When the group was offered a season at Butlins he had to decide whether or not to give up work. He was twenty and had only a year of his apprenticeship to go. Everyone thought he was mad, but for Ringo there was no contest: he chose Rory Storm and Butlins.

It was then that he changed his name from Richard Starkey to Ringo Starr, “Ringo” after the gold rings he always wore and “Starr” because Butlins shortened his name so that they could call his solo spot “Starr Time.” After a couple of years’ playing with Liverpool’s top group Ringo was thinking about emigrating to the States with a friend, just to try something different, but he hadn’t filled in all the forms when the Beatles made their offer.

A couple of weeks after our wedding Brian and the boys had gone to London to sign a five-year recording deal with Parlophone. A week later they recorded their first single—“Love Me Do.” John and Paul had written it, and I was surprised they’d chosen it because I didn’t think it was one of their best—I found it a bit monotonous. But John said that was the one George Martin wanted: he liked John’s harmonica playing on it. John told me they’d done so many takes of “Love Me Do” that he never wanted to hear it again. They’d had to play it about twenty times, and the same with the record’s B side, “PS I Love You.” Worst of all, halfway through, George Martin had decided he didn’t want Ringo and had brought in a session drummer. The boys were upset and Ringo was devastated, but none of them dared say anything—George had already overstepped the mark when George Martin told them, “Let me know if there’s anything you don’t like,” and George quipped, “Well, for a start I don’t like your tie.” That remark, so typical of the boys’ humor, has been immortalized since, but at the time they were afraid they’d gone too far, that they’d better shut up and get on with the record. It was released in early October and, to Ringo’s relief, they used the version in which he was playing drums, although the other drummer played on the B side.

Once the record was out we held our breath, praying it would hit the charts, but for a while nothing much happened. It was on the radio a few times—Radio Luxembourg played it—and John whooped with excitement. They were even featured on a local TV program, Granada’s People and Places, singing it, but it wasn’t until three weeks after it had come out that it hit the charts, and then only at number forty-nine. Better than nothing, but not quite what we’d imagined. Brian did not lose confidence. “Give it time. It’s early days yet,” he would say.

Nice as it was, Brian’s flat wasn’t proving an easy place to live. I felt nervous there when John was away, and neither of us liked having to keep locking and unlocking the doors to the different sides of the apartment. Worse, the area attracted rather a lot of shady characters. One night, just as we were going to bed, there was a knock at the door. When no one from the other flats answered, John went. Two dodgy-looking men were there, asking for Carol. John told them they’d got the wrong house and came back to bed.

A few minutes later we heard the front door open and someone banged violently on our bedroom door. The two men were back and they were shouting, “We know she’s in there, you ponce. Hand her over or we’ll tear you apart.” They thumped so violently that we were sure they’d break the door down. Then they tried to pick the lock. John and I were petrified so I gathered all my energy and shouted, “The only bloody woman in here is me. My name is Cynthia and I’m three months pregnant.”

Thank God they left, but that night we didn’t get any sleep, and afterward when I was alone in the flat I was never entirely happy. Over the next few weeks, as John’s life became busier, mine became more lonely. I’d always had to keep a low profile when I went to watch him play. Now that I was pregnant and beginning to show we agreed that I should stay safely at home. By this time the Beatles, though still unknown elsewhere, had a huge and possessive local following. Girls queued outside the Cavern for hours to see them. Sometimes in the middle of the night the boys drove past and saw girls waiting for the next day’s lunchtime session, so that they could get places right at the front. Just before the boys came on they would take turns to nip into the loo and tart themselves up so that they looked their best for the Beatles.

Ringo’s new girlfriend, Maureen Cox, had already discovered that some fans hated any girl who got involved with the Beatles. Maureen had been a fan herself, though never an avid one. She was a trainee hairdresser who went to the Cavern with her friends whenever the Beatles were playing. She’d kissed Paul for a dare but really fancied Ringo and was thrilled when he asked her to dance a couple of weeks later.

When Ringo started dating Maureen, she had to pretend she wasn’t seeing him. One night she was waiting for him in the car outside a gig when a girl came up, put her hand through the window and scratched her face. She managed to lock the doors and wind up the window before the girl could do anything worse, but it shook her. With incidents like this on the increase, John didn’t want me to put myself at risk and I agreed with him. But it meant I saw less of him.

I did what I could to keep occupied, and saw friends, including Phyl. It was a relief to be with someone who knew I was married to John and pregnant. Most of the time I had to keep it secret. I had a gold wedding ring John had bought for ten pounds, but I couldn’t wear it when I went out, in case a fan who knew my face spotted me. It was hard, not being able to announce to everyone that I was married, or enjoy talking about the baby. I had few of the joys of being a young wife looking forward to the birth of her child.

One morning I woke up to discover I was losing blood. John was away in London for a meeting with the record company so I was alone. I was afraid I was losing the baby, but there was nothing I could do. Thankfully, my brother Tony decided to drop in to say hello that day, and called a doctor, who prescribed total bed rest. Tony made me as comfortable as he could, then had to go back to work. For the next three days I lay in bed, too afraid to move, even to the bathroom. I had a bucket for a loo and a kettle by the bed to make myself tea, and that was it. I didn’t phone John because I didn’t want to worry him. He was due home in three days, and until then there was nothing he could do. I just had to get through it and find out whether our baby was going to stay or not. If I’d told him he would have agonized about whether to come home early and I didn’t want him to feel pulled in two directions.

By the time John got home the bleeding had stopped. He was concerned, but relieved that the baby seemed all right. He put his arms round me, said I should have told him and that he wished he’d been there.

A few days later I persuaded John that we should go to see Mimi. He had been so hurt by her reaction to our marriage that he hadn’t spoken to her since. Though I wasn’t fond of Mimi I knew she was important to John and I hated the idea of any lasting rift—John had lost too many people already.

It took a lot of cajoling, but eventually he agreed. When we got to Mimi’s, both of us dreading a repeat of the flying-chicken incident, she welcomed us with open arms. I realized she must have missed John and, too stubborn to approach him, was glad of an opportunity to put things right.

Over a meal we caught up on all the news. While she wouldn’t admit to being impressed by the boys’ record deal, Mimi conceded that they had “done all right.” It was high praise. When she learned about my near-miscarriage she was touchingly anxious and suggested we move back to live with her so I wouldn’t have to face any more of the pregnancy alone. To our surprise, she offered us the ground floor of the house and said she would move upstairs. It was kind of her and we couldn’t really refuse. I’d been afraid and lonely in Brian’s flat. And the Beatles were about to go back to Hamburg, so John and I were in for another long separation. At least with Mimi around there would be someone to call on in an emergency. The only hitch was that Mimi still had student lodgers who wouldn’t leave before Christmas, so we couldn’t divide the house until then.

We packed our belongings, thanked Brian for the use of his flat, and headed back to Woolton. Soon afterward the boys flew to Hamburg to fulfill a contract they’d agreed to months earlier. Before they left we heard that “Love Me Do” had reached number twenty-seven on the charts and Brian announced that he’d got them a tour in February, supporting Helen Shapiro, a sixteen-year-old girl whose powerful voice and hits like “Walking Back to Happiness” had made her a big star.

“Love Me Do” crept up to number seventeen. I was hearing it often on the radio, which was wildly exciting.

John’s letters were full of stories of their wild celebrations in Hamburg. The weeks when he was in Germany crawled by and it was hard to be back under Mimi’s roof. Until Christmas, when the students were to move out and Mimi would move upstairs, the house was full of lodgers who weren’t supposed to know I was married and pregnant in case the news leaked out to a wider public. I wore baggy blouses and waistcoats to cover my bump, and tried to stay out of their way.

It was impossible to stay out of Mimi’s way, though. With John away, she went back to treating me like the hired help. She was frequently grumpy and never asked how I was feeling. I often felt that she had no real interest in me, other than as a means to keep John close to her. It was so rare for her to be cheerful that I actually noted in my diary when she was. One entry read, “Mimi in a good mood (change).” On top of this when John phoned me once a week—all he could afford, as international calls were expensive—Mimi always leapt to the phone before I could get there. She would chat to him for the next ten minutes, giggling girlishly, and only called me to the phone when John’s money was about to run out. Often we had barely time for more than a quick hello.

Occasionally I went out with Phyl or to visit my aunt Tess, a family friend I knew as Aunt Muriel, or John’s aunt Harrie and his sisters. Julia and Jacqui were excited about the baby and thrilled at the thought of being aunties. I was always welcome at Harrie’s and spent some lovely evenings there, but mostly I passed the time in my room, writing to John, reading and knitting bootees.

John sent me enough to pay Mimi’s rent and to buy what I needed, and I was grateful that I didn’t have to worry about money. Since my dreams of being an art teacher had collapsed I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do and I was glad to put off any decision until after the baby was born.

John came home briefly in late November, but had to head off to London almost immediately to record the group’s second single. George Martin had a song lined up for them, which he thought would be perfect. It was called “How Do You Do It?” and he was sure it would be a hit. But the boys didn’t like it and balked at recording it. He told them to come up with something better so they suggested their own song, “Please Please Me”; reluctantly, George Martin agreed. “How Do You Do It?” went to Gerry and the Pacemakers, and became a huge hit for them.

John and Paul always wanted to do their own songs, though, not someone else’s, and they wanted it enough to stand up to the great George Martin, of whom they were in awe. When he agreed to “Please Please Me” they were delighted—but nervous too. “God, I hope it works,” John said, when he told me about it. “We’ll look like idiots if it doesn’t.”

Soon after they’d finished the recording, they returned to Hamburg for their fifth—and final—trip, and stayed there through December.

At Christmas the lodgers left and I moved downstairs, as Mimi had promised. John and I now had the kitchen, breakfast room and two sitting rooms. Mendips was a cold, drafty house with no central heating and only ancient electric fires in most of the rooms. Until we took them over the two downstairs sitting rooms were never used and I imagined the days when Mimi’s husband George and little John played there together. When George was alive, the house was too.

Since George’s death Mimi had sat in the breakfast room, the closest she had to anywhere cozy. It was next to the kitchen and held a drop-leaf table, three not-so-cozy chairs and a television between the table and the fireplace. The fire was always lit and the coal bucket was being constantly filled. I knew it was a wrench for Mimi to leave her fire, and I was grateful to her for giving John and me our own space. Upstairs, there were two double bedrooms and the small boxroom I had used. Mimi turned one of the bedrooms into a sitting room and the boxroom into a makeshift kitchen with a small portable cooker. I converted one of the downstairs sitting rooms into a bedroom for me and John. The only room we had to share with Mimi was the icy cold black-and-white-tiled bathroom.

All the furniture at Mendips was old and faded. Mimi used to say, “If my husband hadn’t lost all our money and put us in debt with his gambling I would go out and replace the whole damn lot.” I never knew if George really had been a gambler or if what she said was an exaggeration.

Mimi had two distinct modes of appearance. At home she was frumpy, in scruffy sweaters and skirts that bagged at the back because she spent so much time sitting in front of the fire. Her stockings were often laddered and she lived in slippers. She had bronchial problems and hugged her chest, as if she was protecting it. It was another matter when she went out: her wiry graying hair was scraped under a felt hat, she wore smart high heels and her best beige coat with the fur collar. Her sallow complexion was warmed with rouge and she looked like a different woman.

Her passions were money, John and her cats—in about that order. She had three cats and I’m certain she preferred them to most people. As I had the proper kitchen, I was expected to feed them, which made me feel sick. Every day, fish scraps had to be collected from the fishmonger, boiled, then boned. The kitchen stank, but it was a job worth doing in exchange for the extra space and privacy.

I was glad things were going so well for the boys, but John had been away virtually since we’d moved back to Mimi’s. I missed him so much. We were newlyweds with almost no opportunity to enjoy being married and I wanted to be with him, sharing in the excitement. But I accepted it all: it was the way things had to be. The message I had received from my parents was that once you were married you stayed together, whatever that entailed. And John and I grew up at a time when it wasn’t unusual for women to wait at home for their men. Many Liverpool men went to sea, as John’s father had, and their wives had no choice but to wait. My situation was much the same. John was off earning our living and it was my role to be there for him, loving and supportive, when he came home. No one around me was saying, “Why do you put up with it?” It was considered normal. So I waited, hoping that our time apart wouldn’t last too long.

My pregnancy was advancing, becoming harder to hide, so I went out less and less frequently. Not that getting out was easy for me; that winter was one of the most severe on record, with plenty of snow that turned to hard-packed, treacherous ice. When I had to go to the hospital for checkups I slipped and slithered around on the pavements, dreading a fall and clinging to anything or anyone in sight.

It was a difficult time. Cold, miserable weather, John away more than he was at home, Mimi resentful of my presence in the house. And I was about to become a mother—a notion that terrified me.
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After such a tumultuous year I wondered what else could possibly lie in store for me. We’d lived through a series of life-changing events in rapid succession: Stuart’s death, my pregnancy, our marriage, the group’s first recording contract. I longed for a few quiet months with John to take it all in, but there was to be no chance of that.

At the beginning of 1963, the Beatles were hugely popular in Liverpool but still virtually unknown anywhere else. None of us could have known what an astounding difference a year would make, or that by the end of it the entire country would be Beatle-mad, and John’s, Paul’s, George’s and Ringo’s faces the most famous in the country.

That kind of success was still beyond our wildest fantasies when John came home from Hamburg in the New Year. He was only back for a couple of days before he went off on a short tour of Scotland, but it was wonderful to see him. He was brimming with excitement, relieved that Mimi and I hadn’t killed each other, and poured out stories of what he’d been up to. By the time he got back from Scotland I’d got our new living quarters organized and we had a couple of weeks of relative peace together. John spent a lot of time composing, strumming his guitar and jotting down lyrics, all on the front porch because, despite his achievements, Mimi still wouldn’t let him play in the house. He would call me to listen when he’d come up with a song he liked. In the evening we ate together, talked and curled up in front of the TV. Bliss.

In February he set off on the Beatles’ first national tour, backing Helen Shapiro, which gave them the opportunity to introduce themselves to a wider audience. John required a lot of reassurance before he left, but he needn’t have worried: audiences everywhere loved the Beatles. They were so successful that they regularly stole the show.

John rang me from whichever hotel they were staying in. Even though he was enjoying the gigs because audiences loved them, he was missing me. The tour company spent long hours criss-crossing the country on a coach and John whiled away the time reading, composing, having impromptu jamming sessions or taking the mickey out of Helen who, despite her star status, was completely in awe of him. Later she said that although John teased her mercilessly, he was also kind and protective.

“Please Please Me” was released in mid-January and reached number one in the charts on February 16, while the boys were still on tour. When John phoned to tell me I screamed with delight—they’d made it to the top of the hit parade. At that point I felt things couldn’t get any better.

John was due home a few days later and, keen to look as good as I could for him, I decided to get my hair done. Unfortunately I let the hairdresser talk me into having it cut to shoulder length. When I saw it I was horrified and I knew John would hate it. My hair was one of the things he loved best about me. I spent the evening wondering what to do.

That night I put my hair in rollers, so that when he came in late he couldn’t see what had happened. But the next morning there was no hiding it. I had known he wouldn’t like it but I wasn’t prepared for just how angry he would be. He looked at me with hatred and screamed, “What have you done?” Then he refused to talk to me, or even look at me, for two days. It was awful. I preferred him shouting to the furious silence.

Now I can see that he was overwhelmed by everything that was happening. His whole world was changing and the last thing he wanted was for me to change too: he needed to come home to the Cyn he knew and loved. At that time I was an anchor for John, providing a secure and stable base to which he could escape and be himself. Of all the people in his life I was the most constant, the one who didn’t demand, criticize or give orders, and who loved him unconditionally. Thankfully, on the third day he thawed, put his arms around me and apologized. I never contemplated having my hair cut so radically again.

Over the next couple of months John was away for days and sometimes weeks at a time, playing at venues all over the country or recording in London. The boys made their first LP, Please Please Me, in a single eleven-hour recording session—amazing, when you think of the months it takes most groups now to put an album together.

Meanwhile I felt as big as a whale and was desperate for the baby to be born, but I wasn’t certain of my dates. The doctors thought it would arrive in early March, but in my diary for that time the due date kept hopping back—the fourth of March, then the seventh, the twelfth, the fifteenth. They all passed with no sign of the baby.

On Saturday April 6 John was away on yet another trip so Phyl came over and we decided to go shopping in Penny Lane. I was sick of feeling huge and decided to buy myself something pretty to wear after the birth. Halfway through the afternoon the contractions began. “I think this could be it,” I told Phyl. But they weren’t severe and I’d had plenty of false ones before, so I decided to wait and see. We went home and I put my feet up. Phyl made us something to eat and promised to stay with me. By late evening nothing much had happened, so we went to bed.

At four in the morning I was woken by a surge of pain that took my breath away. I screamed and Phyl, shocked awake and trying not to panic, phoned for an ambulance. It arrived so promptly that we were both still in our nighties and Phyl’s hair was in curlers. She grabbed a coat, rolled up her nightie under it and put a scarf over her rollers. I was helped out to the ambulance and she followed with the bag I’d packed—a rather large suitcase. It was far too big for the few items I was taking with me, but it was all I had.

When we arrived at the hospital I was wheeled away and Phyl was handed back the case, minus my things. She was told that she was no longer needed and might as well go home and get some sleep. The only problem was that she was in her nightclothes with no money. She had hoped the ambulance might drop her back at Mimi’s but was told firmly that it wouldn’t.

Poor Phyl started to walk the couple of miles back from Sefton General Hospital to Mimi’s, freezing cold and lugging my case. Luckily for her, a kind-hearted taxi-driver stopped, thinking she was a runaway. He told her not to be too hasty and offered to take her home for free. Phyl was too tired to explain but accepted gratefully.

When she arrived at Mimi’s she fell into bed. Mimi must have heard the disturbance during the night, but she hadn’t appeared and Phyl saw no sign of her until, at six the next morning, she began vacuuming outside Phyl’s bedroom door. It was how she liked to indicate to me that she considered it time for me to get up, and Sunday mornings were no exception. Exhausted, Phyl got her things together and went home.

Throughout that Sunday I was in labor, and feeling horribly alone. John had phoned often over the last few days and I knew Mimi would tell him I’d gone into the hospital when he called again, but it hadn’t occurred to me that he should be at the birth. Having fathers present for the birth just wasn’t the custom then. The person I wanted was my mum, but she was still in Canada, so I had to go through the birth alone.

My labor went on for another twenty-four hours. I was put into a ward in which half of the women had already given birth and were sitting, beaming, with their babies beside them, while the rest of us writhed in agony and prayed for it all to be over. I was next to a very large girl who told me she was unmarried and kept crying out for her mother. The two of us struggled on together through that endless Sunday. Every now and then the other girl decided it was all too much and staggered out of bed, insisting that she was going home. Each time I had to talk her into staying: I pointed out that she wouldn’t get far and tried to offer her some encouragement and moral support.

The worst part of the day was visiting time, when beaming husbands and relatives, bearing flowers and chocolates, turned up to sit beside every other woman in the ward. Only my neighbor and I had no visitors. I’m sure the staff thought I, too, was unmarried and we both got our fair share of disapproving looks. Phyl had assumed that, in the absence of my mother, Mimi would come to see me but Mimi didn’t even send a message. I felt hurt, abandoned and frightened.

In the early hours of Monday morning, April 8, I was taken into the delivery room and told that I was ready to give birth. I was given gas and air, but it made me feel sick and I was exhausted from the long hours in labor with no food and only a few sips of water to keep me going.

It was an Afro-Caribbean midwife who told me firmly that if I didn’t get on with it my baby would die and so would I. Terrified, I rallied every last ounce of strength and pushed my baby into the world at six-fifty a.m. Our son arrived with the cord round his neck and yellow with jaundice, so the midwife whisked him away. I was cleaned up and moved back to a bed in the ward. A short while later he was put into my arms and I looked down at him for the first time. He was tiny, his small face scrunched up and bright red. I thought he was absolutely perfect. He was put into a cot beside me and we both slept, exhausted from the long hours of labor.

The next day Mimi finally turned up. She had phoned and been told the baby had arrived, and she came to inspect John’s son. She was as stiff as ever with me, but when she looked at the baby her face softened. She had already phoned John to tell him he was a father and she offered to send my mother a telegram. I thanked her and told her I would write to her myself. I was glad John knew, but disappointed not to have told him myself.

John didn’t make it to the hospital until three days after our son was born—the first opportunity he’d had to get away from the tour. He came in like a whirlwind, racing through the doors in his haste to find us. He kissed me, then looked at his son, who was in my arms. There were tears in his eyes: “Cyn, he’s bloody marvelous! He’s fantastic.” He sat on the bed and I put the baby into his arms. He held each tiny hand, marveling at the miniature fingers, and a big smile spread over his face. “Who’s going to be a famous little rocker like his dad, then?” he said.

John arranged for me to be moved into a private room; he knew that both he and I might attract unwelcome attention if I stayed in the public ward. It was wonderful to see him, but privacy was impossible. My room had a window onto the corridor outside, and when word got out that he was there, dozens of patients and staff gathered with their noses pressed to the window. The room felt like a goldfish bowl and it was obvious John couldn’t stay long. He hugged me and signed dozens of autographs on his way out. I was disappointed that we’d had so little time together: he had to go straight back to the tour and wouldn’t be home again for a week or so.

John’s visit was brief but it had a dramatic effect: the nurses were distinctly friendlier to me than they had been when I first arrived.

I was in the hospital for another few days and my room was soon filled with cards and flowers, among them a bouquet from Brian and the other Beatles.

The day after John’s visit I wrote to my mother:


Hi Granny,

Well Mum it’s (or should I say he) has arrived at long last. April 8th, 1963, 6:50 a.m. and thank heaven it’s all over.

He’s beautiful Mum, only 6 lbs. 11 oz. but just gorgeous. Well I suppose you can imagine how I feel now can’t you! I only wish that you could be here to see him now—he’s fast asleep in the cot beside me. I’m in a room on my own by the way, 24 shillings a day but it’s well worth it. John came to see him for the first time yesterday (Thursday) poor fellow he was a nervous wreck. But I’ve never seen him look so proud or happy. The baby looks very much like John but he also has a look of me, so he should be handsome!!!

I hope you received the telegram that Mimi sent to you … Mimi is off her nut about him (she still drives me up the pole). Am going to try for a house as soon as I can Mum—so when you come home we can have a jolly good scout around—won’t it be lovely?



A couple of days later the baby and I went home from hospital in a taxi. Both John and I wanted to give our son family names, so we called him John after his father. I suggested Julian, because it was as close as we could get to John’s mother’s name, and we chose Charles after my father. So, John Charles Julian Lennon, to be known as Julian. John had a moment’s worry about whether Julian was too sissy a name, but decided to forget it: we both liked the name and he wanted it in memory of Julia. So that was settled.

It took me a while to get used to being a mum. It was only when I got Julian home that I realized how little I knew about babies. I hadn’t been offered any antenatal classes and I was having to learn through trial and error. And it seemed to be mostly error. Julian cried day and night and I was exhausted. I was also having trouble breast-feeding him, and I was constantly anxious that he was disturbing Mimi, who complained about how little sleep she was getting. It would have been much easier if I’d been in my own home, with Mum on hand to help. As it was I simply had to cope, but on more than one occasion I broke down in tears of frustration and helplessness.

A week later John came back, and was enchanted by his son, although he refused point-blank to change nappies or even to stay in the room while I did. He’d bolt out, saying, “God, Cyn, I don’t know how you do it. It makes me want to throw up.” It didn’t matter to me: few men had much to do with babies in those days and I hadn’t expected John to be any different.

What John did love was watching Julian at bath time, and the smell of baby talc; he loved to cuddle him when he was warm and fragrant and ready for bed. In those early days he couldn’t get over the fact that this tiny creature was ours. It was touching to see them together and I was sad that John wasn’t able to deepen his bond with his child over the following months.

When Julian was three weeks old, Brian invited John to go to Spain with him. John asked if I’d mind and I said, truthfully, that I wouldn’t. I was preoccupied with Julian and nowhere near ready to travel, but I knew how much John needed a break where he wouldn’t be recognized and could really relax. I gave them my blessing and they went off together for twelve days. It was a holiday John came to regret because it sparked off a string of rumors about his relationship with Brian. He had to put up with sly digs, winks and innuendo that he was secretly gay. It infuriated him: all he’d wanted was a break with a friend, but it was turned into so much more.

A few weeks after he got back, Paul had his twenty-first birthday party in his aunt’s back garden. The Beatles had just finished another national tour, this time with Gerry and the Pacemakers and Roy Orbison. They had also released a third single, “From Me to You,” which again went straight to number one. Two number ones in a row! We were stunned. What amazing luck!

At the party the boys’ old friend Bob Wooler, the Cavern emcee, made a crack to John about his holiday. John, who’d had plenty to drink, exploded. He leapt on Bob, and by the time he was dragged off Bob had a black eye and badly bruised ribs. I took John home as fast as I could, and Brian drove Bob to the hospital.

I was appalled that John had lashed out again. I’d thought those days were over. But John was still livid, muttering that Bob had called him a queer. A day or two later when he had cooled down he was ashamed. He kept repeating, “Oh, God, Cyn, what have I done?” He sent Bob a telegram saying, “Really sorry Bob stop terribly worried to realize what I had done stop what more can I say John Lennon.” Unfortunately the local press got hold of the story and the Daily Mirror ran it, which didn’t help John’s image. He swore he’d never do anything like it again and, to my knowledge, he didn’t, certainly for as long as we were together.

At the same party I’d been introduced to Paul’s new girlfriend, a seventeen-year-old called Jane Asher. She was beautiful, with auburn hair and green eyes. Also, although she had been a successful actress since she was five, she was unaffected, easy to talk to and friendly. She and Paul had met the previous month when she’d been sent by the Radio Times as a “celebrity writer” to do an interview with the Beatles after their performance at London’s Royal Albert Hall. It had been a prestigious event for them, a BBC Light Programme live broadcast in which they shared the bill with Del Shannon and Shane Fenton (later known as Alvin Stardust). That evening, the others had gone off to a West End club, leaving Jane and Paul to finish the interview. When they returned two hours later, the pair were still talking.

Jane was different from the girls Paul had been out with previously. The daughter of a psychiatrist father and a music-teacher mother, she was highly intelligent and cultured. She had a strong inner confidence, with a maturity and grace way beyond her years. Paul, whose working-class background couldn’t have been more different from hers, was bowled over, and from the day they met they became an item.

The boys’ fourth single, “She Loves You,” was released in July. It was an instant number one and became one of the most famous Beatle songs of all. Written by John and Paul together on the Helen Shapiro tour bus, it captured the feel-good atmosphere of the early sixties. Its “yeah, yeah, yeah” chorus was irresistible—the whole country was singing it—and it confirmed the Beatles as talented and original, a pop force to compete with the best of the stars from the States. I loved that song: it reminded me of John’s first Christmas card to me—“I love you yes, yes, yes.”

In those days it wasn’t really done to publicly dedicate songs to those you loved, but I know, and John often told me, that many of his songs were for me. He and Paul wrote from their own experience, and I was so much a part of John’s life that I also became part of the fabric of his writing. It was simply understood that his love songs were our songs.

The British press was slow to grasp just how popular the Beatles were and recognize them publicly, because nothing like the Beatles had happened before. Fans at their concerts all over the country went wild, but the press virtually ignored them. Before the Beatles most major stars, certainly rock and roll stars, came from the States. When the press finally did catch on, the boys were in demand for interviews and journalists were astonished to find out how intelligent and articulate they were. All four were sharp, funny and could talk the hind legs off a donkey on just about any subject, whether they knew anything about it or not. Until then most pop stars had been pretty monosyllabic and happy to stick to a few quick comments about their latest record. Not the Beatles. Paul, the most PR-minded and career-driven of the four, was always charming. George was bright but didn’t enjoy interviews and kept them short. Ringo was happy to be typecast as the cheerful guy who’d got lucky when he was hauled aboard the Beatles bandwagon at the last minute. But it was John who confounded the press: he could talk for hours about anything and everything. He was self-critical, opinionated, witty and ruthless with journalists he felt were wasting his time. Papers and magazines soon learned to send their brightest hacks to interview him.

John loved what was happening to the Beatles. But a part of him stood back from it and watched. He wanted fame and success, but not if it meant selling out or changing who he was. He had always said what he thought and wasn’t afraid to criticize himself or anyone else. Fame didn’t change that.

In Liverpool, I was proud, excited and a little frightened. It was all taking off so quickly, and the more successful the boys were, the further away from me John seemed. I was getting used to being a mum, but most of the time I felt like a single parent and it was hard not to feel frustrated with being stuck at home. I loved Julian, but I knew that if I hadn’t had him I could have seen much more of John, and that was hard. Although we’d have had to be discreet, I could have joined him sometimes in London or on tour. As it was, I felt shut off from the life he was living. After years at his side, I was excluded, just as it was all happening.

John got home whenever he could, but it was never for long: Brian had filled their diaries and the next recording or concert was always waiting. I missed seeing them play live, having watched them so many times in the past. And because the press was slow to pick up on their success, even I didn’t grasp just how big they were becoming. I knew the hits were coming thick and fast, but John didn’t say much about the concerts and the reception they were getting. He came home to get away from it all and feel normal.

Not that it was easy for us to lead any kind of normal life, even when he was at home. For the first few months after Julian’s birth we were at Mimi’s and the strained atmosphere made it impossible to relax. Julian continued to cry incessantly—probably picking up on the tension in the house—and I’d wrap him up in his pram and park him at the bottom of the garden, hoping that Mimi wouldn’t hear him there. She treated Julian and me with disdain, and muttered frequently about having her home turned upside down. Eventually I became so desperate with exhaustion that even Mimi couldn’t ignore it any longer. One night she offered grudgingly to take Julian upstairs so that I could get some sleep. I was grateful, but I couldn’t help worrying about how she was coping and in the end I hardly slept.

That was Mimi’s only attempt to help. Most of the time she complained about being ill or grumbled that she’d been pushed upstairs, conveniently forgetting that she’d invited us to live there in the first place.

I was still feeding her cats, gagging daily over the smell of boiling fish. And although I asked Mimi many times to keep them away from my part of the house, she frequently let them in while I was out. I’d return to find them sleeping in Julian’s carry-cot, which would be plastered with cat hairs. It was hard not to believe that she had done it on purpose.

To add to my woes, I was still a secret, and I hated it: I wanted to be acknowledged as John’s wife. Of course, some of the Liverpool fans knew, but to the rest of the country he was young, free and single. Every now and then when I was out with Julian in the pram a girl would come up and ask whether I was John’s wife. I had to play up to the role I’d been assigned, say no, and hurry off.

On August 3, 1963, the Beatles played for the last time at the Cavern. Sadly I was told to stay away. The fans had heard rumors about John’s wife and baby, and Brian didn’t want them fueled by my appearance. So, I stayed at home with Julian, but John told me that the place was packed and the atmosphere electric. The local fans knew that the rest of the country had discovered the Beatles and that they were too big now for places like the Cavern. But for one last night they belonged to Liverpool, and it seemed as though half the city had turned out to see them and celebrate.

It hurt having to deny who I was and keep my marriage under wraps, but it was always Brian, not John, who insisted on the secrecy. John argued with him about it: he reckoned it wouldn’t make any difference to the group’s image if the fans knew he was married but Brian decreed that it must be kept quiet. Understandably he kept his own private life secret and this might have influenced his attitude to the Beatles. He didn’t even want Paul to be linked with Jane.

Paul ignored him and was photographed with Jane not long after he met her. Within weeks he was living with her family in their five-story Wimpole Street house whenever he was in London. Brian had no choice but to accept that Paul’s having a girlfriend hadn’t done their image any harm, but he still drew the line at a wife and baby, so I remained hidden at home. There were times when I felt very down about it, but I kept myself going by dreaming of the future and a time when John and I could be openly together.

In August John suddenly announced that he’d got a surprise for me: we were going to have a belated honeymoon in Paris. My spirits rose. My only problem was what to do with Julian. There was no chance of Mimi having him, so I turned to John’s aunt Harrie, who said she’d be glad to help out. Julia and Jacqui were excited about their little nephew coming to stay, and I knew they would all lavish love and attention on him.

I’d bought myself some new clothes, packed and got Julian and all his gear over to Harrie’s when disaster struck: I went down with what appeared to be food poisoning. I couldn’t stop throwing up and John was on the point of canceling, but I wasn’t about to miss my honeymoon and I insisted we go anyway, even though the taxi taking us to the airport had to stop every few minutes so that I could be sick.

When we landed in France the nausea disappeared miraculously and I began to enjoy myself. That three-day honeymoon was one of the happiest times we had during that period. Usually we saw so little of each other, and when we did it was under Mimi’s roof, which meant we were never really alone. So to be away, free, unrecognized and together, was wonderful.

We stayed in a gorgeous hotel, the Georges V. The luxury took my breath away. I walked around the room touching the vast bed with its silken cover, the lush hangings and the antique furniture. In the huge white marble bathroom I came face to face with my first bidet. John had sent me a picture of him and Paul washing their feet in one when they’d come to Paris for his twenty-first birthday two years earlier.

Although John was earning more than enough money to afford it, we both felt somehow as though we shouldn’t be there—that we might be rumbled and thrown out. The opulence of Paris’s grandest hotel was such a world away from anything we’d known before that it was hard to believe it was now ours for the taking. Determined to make the most of our time, we saw as much of Paris as we could cram in, going up the Eiffel Tower, gazing at the Arc de Triomphe and exploring Montmartre. John, always generous and now reveling in having money, wanted to spoil me. He bought me armloads of presents, including a gorgeous gray coat, a pretty white beret and a bottle of Chanel No. 5.

A couple of days into our stay we came back to the hotel to find a message from Astrid. She was in Paris for a few days and had heard we were there. We called her and that evening met up with her and a girlfriend for what turned out to be a night of excess. The four of us moved from one wine bar to the next, knocking back rough red wine in vast quantities. It was lovely to see her again. It had been almost a year since John was last in Hamburg and two and a half years since I’d seen her, so we had a lot to catch up on.

When dawn broke the four of us were so paralytic that we could barely walk. We stumbled back to Astrid’s lodgings, where we managed to down another bottle of wine before we collapsed in a heap on Astrid’s single bed. Unbelievably the four of us slept there, piled together like sardines, until morning when, with raging hangovers, John and I crawled back to our hotel.

Soon afterward we went back to Liverpool. I was longing to see Julian, but I was sad too: almost as soon as we landed John would be heading off again.

When Julian was almost six months old, my mother came back from Canada. This time she was home to stay and I couldn’t wait to introduce her to her grandson. The morning before she arrived Mimi came downstairs and told me she’d had a terrible nightmare about my mother coming to her front door. In the dream, she said, she had told my mother to go away and that she wouldn’t allow her past the front door. “Isn’t that terrible, Cynthia? Fancy me dreaming such a thing.”

That was the last straw for me. The meaning of Mimi’s “dream” was crystal clear. She had disliked Mum at their first meeting and their second would be little better. It was at that point that I knew I had to leave Mimi’s.

When Mum arrived Mimi managed a frosty hello, then disappeared upstairs. I told Mum that life at Mendips was unbearable and she offered me a home with her, back in our house at Hoylake. The only problem was that her tenants weren’t due to leave for another month. Mum had planned to stay with Tony and Marjorie or with friends until she could move back in, but when she saw how desperate I was she agreed that we should look for somewhere to rent together. Within a few days we’d found a bedsit in Hoylake and moved into it.

When I explained the situation to John over the phone he was understanding. He was due to be away for the whole of that month and by the time he came back Mum, Julian and I would be settled in our old home, where John could join us. I’m sure he would have preferred us to stay at Mimi’s, but he knew how difficult she could be and how much it meant for me to have Mum home again. He said, “You do what you want to do, Cyn. It’s fine by me.” It was a relief that he could be so relaxed about it because I knew he wouldn’t relish being under my mum’s roof. What I didn’t know, but John did, was that our living arrangement in Liverpool would be only temporary. The boys were already spending most of their time in London, living in expensive hotels, so it made sense to find homes there, and John was determined that once he had his own place Julian and I would join him.

I spent a difficult month in the bedsit, a room in a large house with a number of elderly, rather cranky tenants. Mum and I spent all our time trying to keep Julian quiet. We walked him around in his pram for hours during the day and spent our evenings trying every trick we knew to get him to settle down. I was glad to have Mum to share the burden with me, but it was tough and there were times when we were so exhausted that we were hysterical with either laughter or tears.

Life was almost surreal: there was John, rapidly becoming famous and wealthy, living in luxury hotels, as the country took him to its heart, and there was I, in a grim little five-pounds-a-week bedsit, with his son. Ever since, people have speculated on how I could have put up with it. Was I cowed or afraid of John? Not in the least: I put up with it because I didn’t want to do anything to harm John’s career, and I had been told repeatedly that going public would do just that. I was loyal to John, and if he needed me to support him by lying low, then that was what I would do. It wouldn’t last forever and I was strong enough to do it for as long as I had to. John was always loving and reassuring when we spoke and I trusted him. I believed that, wherever he was, Julian and I came first in his life.

We were in touch as often as we could manage. Communications then were so different from today: all we had was letters or the phone, and phone calls were still expensive. John phoned me whenever he could, but that wasn’t every day and neither of us had much time to write anymore, so it was a question of trust and patience. And we did trust each other. Neither of us was jealous when we were apart. It never occurred to me to be suspicious of John, and he believed now that I really did love him. His early jealousy resurfaced only when he saw me talking to another man, and those difficult moments became increasingly rare.

Eventually Mum and I moved home, and from the day we got there Julian stopped crying. For the next few weeks life was calm. In Hoylake most people knew that I was married to John and were protective and discreet. I was able to push Julian’s pram beside the sea or down to the shops, knowing that no one would bother us.

In November John arrived for a visit with news for me. He told me he was going to find us a home in London. He refused to be apart from me any longer and Brian would have to put up with it if the press found out. I threw my arms around him. No more loneliness, no more pretending or hiding. We would be together, a proper family in our own home. I couldn’t wait.


10

By September 1963, the month after John and I had slipped away for our honeymoon, the Beatles had the top-selling LP, Please Please Me, the top-selling EP, “Twist and Shout,” and the top-selling single, “She Loves You.” No group had ever managed this before. There were also advance orders for half a million copies of their next single, even though no one knew yet what it would be.

The story of the group from Liverpool who were storming the charts had caught on and pictures of them were everywhere. Brian and the boys were thrilled at their success and were hoping that it would last for a while yet, with a few more hits. But no one was ready for what happened next. On October 13 they topped the bill at the London Palladium. Fifteen million people watched them on TV—Sunday Night at the London Palladium was everyone’s favorite program. Before the show thousands of fans besieged the theater, in Argyll Street, off Oxford Street. Presents and telegrams for the boys blocked the stage door and the fans screamed and chanted so loudly that the people in the theater could hardly hear the performers. Reporters arrived and the police, taken by surprise, rushed in reinforcements. Even so, they could barely control the hordes of hysterical teenagers.

The next day the story was on the front page of every paper, and “Beatlemania” was the word used to describe the hysteria of fans who screamed, burst into tears, became totally overwrought and fainted as they attempted to get closer to the Beatles, swearing undying love for the Fab Four. Watching TV in Liverpool and looking at the photos in the papers of the crowd scenes I was a little alarmed—John and the others had almost been crushed by the mob as they tried to get to their car that night. What on earth was going on?

But this was just the start. For the next three years Beatlemania would overwhelm not just Britain but many other countries around the world. The scenes of mass hysteria and uncontained emotion that erupted then had never been seen before and have never been repeated on the same scale since. It was astonishing, even to those of us at the heart of it, as though a kind of madness had taken over—the boys couldn’t go anywhere without being swamped. Although the majority of the fans were teenage girls, it seemed that everyone wanted a piece of the Beatles. World leaders paid tribute to them, politicians tried to get mileage with the public by mentioning them, and people of every age and class bought their records.

After the London Palladium performance they did several concerts in Britain, each of which generated hysterical crowds and, in many cases, casualties, as kids queued all night for tickets. Toward the end of October they went on tour for five days to Sweden, where the kids went just as mad as they had in Britain. When they arrived back at London, the whole airport was swarming with thousands of fans who’d been waiting there for hours to see them. Miss World passed through the airport unnoticed, and the prime minister, Sir Alec Douglas Home, was held up there in his car.

A few days later the boys appeared in the Royal Variety Performance, the biggest show of the year. The Queen Mother, Princess Margaret and Lord Snowdon were in the royal box. That was the evening when John famously said, “The ones in the cheap seats clap your hands; the rest of you just rattle your jewelry.” The joke was on every front page the next day and confirmed the Beatles’ image as a group of cheeky but lovable lads. Even the “heavy” newspapers, like the Times and the Telegraph, which never normally covered pop stories, devoted as much space to them as the tabloids did. Soon afterward their fifth single, “I Want to Hold Your Hand,” came out. There were advance orders for a million copies and, once again, it went straight to number one.

For the boys all this was, by turns, amazing, funny, bizarre, overwhelming and frightening. Suddenly they couldn’t go anywhere without protection. Things they had taken for granted all their lives, like going to the pub, walking down the street or visiting a friend, were no longer possible. Just getting from a car to a door a couple of yards away was a major operation. In all their dreams of fame and success, they had never imagined this. How could they?

I’m sure the pressure they were under at this time strengthened John’s desperation to have me with him. He wanted to leave the madness outside the front door and be himself, safe in the normality of home, with me.

While he was on yet another tour between November 1 and December 13, things were heating up in Hoylake. Reporters had heard rumors that John had a wife and child, and they were nosing around. Luckily I was well shielded by friends and neighbors, who put off the journalists by telling them they’d got it wrong. Every now and then one would come up to me and ask if I was married to John. I’d say, “John who? I’m sorry but I don’t know what you’re talking about.” More than once I had to dodge into a local shop to avoid a journalist who was following me. Kindly assistants offered me refuge.

In December, while John was still on tour, I decided to have Julian christened at Hoylake parish church, which was across the road from our house—the same church where I had gone to Sunday school when I was small. The ceremony, performed by Canon Devereaux, was held quietly one Sunday morning. The only people there, apart from Mum, Julian and I, were Mum’s friend Frances Reeves and her daughter Jacqueline, who had been a friend of mine since we were babies. The most notable thing about the event was that I didn’t tell John about it—for two reasons: first, I didn’t want a press circus, and second, I knew John wouldn’t like the idea of a christening. To me it was important: I wasn’t especially religious, but it was a family tradition. John was anti anything conventional.

A few days later I told John what I’d done. “He doesn’t need a bloody christening. I didn’t want that,” he said. I said that since he hadn’t been around it was my decision and, in any case, it wasn’t a big deal. In the end John let it go: his hatred of confrontation was far greater than his concern about the christening. Neither of us ever carried on with a row once we’d said what we had to say; if we couldn’t change something, what was the point in fighting about it?

I hadn’t appointed any godparents, but when Brian heard about the christening he asked if he could be Julian’s godfather. John and I liked the idea of our baby having a Jewish godfather and were happy to take him up on his offer.

Not long afterward, I came out of the house with Julian and cameras flashed in my face. We had been caught—someone had finally found out who I was. The next day the papers were full of pictures of John’s secret wife and baby. Shocked though I was at our “outing,” I was also relieved that the pretense was over. No more sneaking around, denials or hiding. I was only concerned about what it might do to John’s career. But John wasn’t worried: “You should never have had to hide, Cyn,” he said. “It’s not going to make any difference to the Beatles.”

He was to be proved right, and Brian’s fears about a married Beatle were shown to be unfounded. Although some fans were jealous, most accepted and even welcomed me, because they adored Julian. Certainly their passion for John wasn’t in the least diminished by my existence.

There was no further obstacle to my moving in with John, so shortly before Christmas he took me to London for a weekend so that we could look for somewhere to live. While we were there we went to visit a photographer called Bob Freeman, who’d taken the photos for a couple of the boys’ record covers. He and his wife, Sonny, lived in Emperor’s Gate, just off Cromwell Road. They mentioned that the flat above theirs was empty and John and I leapt at the idea of living there. Bob put us in touch with the landlord and the deal was done. For fifteen pounds a week we had a three-bedroom flat. Early in January we moved in with our few bits of furniture, clothes and Julian’s toys. My mother came with us to help us settle in. There was nothing but a cooker and a fridge already in the flat. It was dingy and needed furnishing and redecorating. While decorators transformed the rooms, I shopped until I dropped, pushing Julian’s pram round Barker’s of Kensington and Derry and Tom’s, two smart department stores, choosing furniture, bed linen, pots and pans, china, cushions and curtains.

John and I were really excited to have our own home. We’d been married for over sixteen months and hadn’t yet had a place we felt was ours, away from prying eyes and the demands of the world. It was bliss seeing so much more of him. Of course, he was out a lot of the time, but unless he was away on tour he could come home at night and we were together. For the first time I felt like a married woman.

However, the flat was not without drawbacks. It was at the top of three, each built over two floors. There were six flights of dark narrow stairs to climb to get to our front door—not easy with a baby, a pram and an armload of shopping. I had to leave the pram at the bottom, carry Julian up, park him somewhere safe, then go back down for the shopping.

I loved being in London. As a child I had been there on visits a couple of times a year with my parents, and as teenagers Phyl and I had come down to visit art galleries—we stayed at a bed-and-breakfast in Earls Court, and when we weren’t in the galleries we hung around Soho and saw another side of London. Another time my brother Charles and his girlfriend Katie had taken me to my first West End play, Salad Days. For me London was the epicenter of culture and all that was attractive and exciting. I had always dreamed of living in the city and suddenly there I was. Every morning I’d be ready by nine-thirty, with Julian in his pram, and we’d go out walking, shopping and looking at the sights for hours at a time. Even when John was away I was never bored; I couldn’t wait to get out and explore.

Everything changed again a few weeks later when the fans discovered our address. We woke one morning to find teenage girls, with the de rigueur beehive hairstyle and black eyeliner, camped on the pavement outside. After that they were always there, day and night. If any of the residents in the flats accidentally left the front door open they would grab their chance and slip in. We’d find them camped on the lino in the hallway, with sleeping-bags and Thermos flasks.

When I took Julian out in his pram fans would surround us, begging for a glimpse of him, and the pram would virtually disappear as they swarmed around it, clamoring, “Oh, Cyn, isn’t he sweet? Can I touch him? Can I cuddle him?” Or, “Oh, Cyn where do you get your hair done? You’re so lucky to have John. Where do you buy your clothes?” On and on it went. Most were well-meaning, and many were very young. The problem was that there were so many of them. I did my best to be polite, but it could be overwhelming and sometimes frightening. Outside, I’d push though them to the front door, trying to stay calm, but desperate to get in.

For John it was worse: they surrounded him whenever he came home, begging for autographs, locks of hair, a chance to touch him. He was always kind to fans. He could be intolerant of hangers-on, gold-diggers, money-men and sycophants, but he respected and cared for the fans. He believed that the group owed them a lot. After all, they were the ones who bought the records and paid to go to the concerts. So, however tired he was, he always stopped to sign autographs or say hello. Years later, when John was killed by a “fan,” the memory of his kindness to them stayed with me. I sometimes wondered whether, if he hadn’t been so patient and fearless, he might still be alive.

Inside the flat we were fine. With the fans down in the street below we felt safe and peaceful several floors up. But once the fans discovered us it was clear that we couldn’t stay there for long and we wondered where we could go to escape the attention. It was around this time that the Beatles were due to go to the United States, a “taster” visit, to find out whether the Americans would take to them. Several popular British artists had flopped spectacularly in the States, among them Cliff Richard and the Shadows.

John was both excited and apprehensive about the transatlantic tour. He’d swing from “What if we don’t make it, what if they think we’re rubbish?” to “They’ll love us, who wouldn’t?” He wanted me to come too: now that everyone knew he had a wife he didn’t see why I should stay behind. The fans had accepted me so Brian was in no position to object. He agreed, and I was thrilled. I was the only girl to go with them—Paul’s girlfriend Jane was working, Ringo’s Maureen was still in Liverpool and was too young at seventeen, and George hadn’t got a steady girlfriend. I persuaded Mum to come and stay in the flat to look after Julian—she was always great about dropping everything to help out—and raced out to buy some new clothes.

Brian had put a lot of work into launching the Beatles in the States. The boys’ first four singles had flopped there, but Brian, as ever, was persistent. He had gone to the States and done the rounds of record companies, television stations and promoters. The breakthrough came at a meeting with Ed Sullivan, the legendary variety-show host. His researchers had heard how big the Beatles were in Britain and he agreed to have them on two of his shows, on February 9 and 16. Brian wanted him to give them top billing and, after a bit of grumbling, he agreed.

Sidney Bernstein was an agent with GAC—the General Artists Corporation—one of the biggest agencies in America. He specialized in teenage music, had a strong interest in Britain, read the British papers and thought the Beatles had the potential to take off in the States. He tracked down Brian’s home number in Liverpool, rang him and asked if he could arrange a concert for them at New York’s Carnegie Hall, on February 12. Brian happily agreed.

The boys’ fifth single, “I Want to Hold Your Hand,” was at number one in Britain for two months before it was knocked off the top spot by the Dave Clark Five’s “Glad All Over.” Eager for a fresh story, the papers said the Beatles were finished. The boys were anxious about this, but Brian, cool and determined, told them to ignore it.

Just before they went to the States they did a tour of France. They were in their Paris hotel when they heard that “I Want to Hold Your Hand” had got to number one in the U.S. After that, things took off. “She Loves You” rocketed up the American charts, and so did the Please Please Me LP. The American press hot-footed to France to interview them. Life magazine did a six-page story and suddenly the Beatles were big news.

Their American record company, Capitol Records, a subsidiary of EMI, put up five million “The Beatles Are Coming” posters all over the States and the record-company executives appeared in Beatles wigs. Fifty thousand people applied for the seven hundred tickets to The Ed Sullivan Show and Carnegie Hall was besieged by fans desperate for tickets.

We were blissfully unaware of all this when we drove to Heathrow airport to catch the plane. All we knew was that a couple of the records had done well in the States. We believed there was still a huge mountain to climb if the Beatles were really to make it there.

At Heathrow there was pandemonium. Thousands of fans had arrived from all over Britain and any ordinary passengers hoping to travel that day had to give up. Screaming, sobbing girls held up “We Love You, Beatles” banners and hordes of police, linking arms in long chains, held them back. We were ushered into a massive press conference, where journalists, spotting me at the side of the room, demanded a picture of John and me together. To my surprise John agreed. He was usually careful to keep Julian and me away from publicity, but this time, carried along by the momentum of the whole thing, he agreed.

Minutes later we were ushered to the plane. At the top of the steps the boys waved to the packed airport terraces as the screams crescendoed.

For me the whole experience was amazing. Until then I hadn’t seen the fans on that scale, or understood how the boys felt when they faced that mass of people, all screaming for them. It was intoxicating, exciting, mind-blowing, yet somehow unreal. How could so many people be caught up in this vast wave of emotion over four young men?

With us on the plane were Brian and the boys’ two road managers, Neil Aspinall and Mal Evans. They had taken on Mal a few months earlier when the job had become too much for Neil to manage alone. Mal was a big, friendly man who had worked as a bouncer at the Cavern. He’d always got on well with the boys, so when it became obvious that someone else was needed, they had approached him. He handled all the transporting of their equipment, the setting up and dismantling at concerts, while Neil looked after their personal needs for transport, food and so on. At least, that was the theory, but in practice they both did anything and everything that needed doing, from getting the Beatles safely onto a plane to finding sandwiches when they felt peckish.

Dozens of journalists and photographers were on the plane too, including a team from the Liverpool Echo. The atmosphere was like a party: champagne flowed, and the excitement and anticipation grew as we got closer to the States. The boys admitted to feeling sick: this was the big one—if they could make it in the States, they would have succeeded beyond anyone’s wildest expectations. “We can always turn around and go home again if no one likes us,” John joked, but any ideas about going home again were rapidly forgotten when we looked out of the windows of the plane as it taxied to a halt. “Oh, my God, look at that!” John spoke for us all, as our jaws dropped at the sight of over ten thousand teenagers all singing, “We love you, Beatles, oh, yes, we do.” It was Beatlemania all over again, but bigger, louder and wilder. Only Brian remained calm and composed as he went over the last-minute arrangements.

When the door of the plane swung open the screaming and cheering were deafening. The boys hadn’t yet set foot on U.S. soil, but they had already won the hearts of the Americans. Inside the airport, we were hustled to a lounge where dozens of journalists and TV crews were waiting for the boys’ biggest ever press conference. There was so much noise that John had to shout to get everyone to shut up. Then the questions flew thick and fast. As always the boys batted each question back with a witticism: “What’s your ambition?” “To come to America.” “Do you hope to take anything home with you?” “The Rockefeller Center.” “What do you think of Beethoven?” “I love him, especially his poems,” said a totally straight-faced Ringo.

From the press conference we were escorted to our cars. In big plush Cadillacs we sailed into New York, where we were to stay at the glamorous Plaza Hotel. As John and I had our first glimpse of the city the constant news bulletins on the car radio announced the Beatles’ arrival. In the streets around the hotel madness had descended: thousands of singing, shrieking teenage girls in bobby-sox were waiting for us, waving Beatles wigs, banners, photos and T-shirts. Lines of police, red-faced with exertion, were holding back the crowds as our car inched toward the hotel entrance.

Inside the hotel, we were shown to a spectacular suite where our bedrooms all opened off a large central room. When we looked out of the windows, the crowds reached back in every direction and it was clear that we weren’t going to be doing much sightseeing. Hotel managers and security guards stood outside the door of our suite day and night. More security guards waited downstairs to catch stray fans trying to sneak through the barriers. We were virtual prisoners. The phone rang constantly with requests for appearances or interviews. Telegrams, including one from Elvis Presley, were delivered to the door, with letters, cards and gifts from the fans. Even walking down the hotel corridors was hazardous—on one occasion a photographer who’d evaded the security net leapt out as John and I were passing. John threw his coat over both of us as we legged it back into the suite.

When we did go out we were whisked through side doors straight into waiting limousines, which then eased through the crowds. I was instructed to hold back until the boys were safely in the car, but the first time we tried it I was almost left behind. The police line holding back the fans broke and a sea of people cut me off from the boys and Brian. I had a terrifying couple of minutes until, with John screaming at them, the police realized who I was, lifted me bodily through the crowd, and almost threw me into the car. I got no sympathy from an irritated John: “Don’t be so bloody slow next time—they could have killed you.”

The boys appeared on The Ed Sullivan Show two days after we arrived—poor George felt so unwell that he had to be doped up with flu remedies—before a TV audience of almost 74 million, the largest in the history of television. The newspapers gave them huge coverage. America loved everything about the Beatles, including their irreverent sense of humor. When George was asked who the leading lady would be in their forthcoming film—they were about to make A Hard Day’s Night—he quipped, “We’re trying for the Queen.”

The next day we went to Washington by train for a concert at the Coliseum. Once again, vast crowds turned out to greet the boys. As with all their concerts on that tour, I watched from the wings, taking in the screaming audience, the dazzling lights and the music—which was almost impossible to hear above the volume of the crowd. All four of the Beatles were despondent about that—the whole point was for people to hear their music, yet most of the time they couldn’t because they were screaming so loudly.

In Washington Brian persuaded the boys to accept an invitation from the British ambassador to a dinner in their honor. They were all, John in particular, wary of functions dominated by the wealthy and privileged. John felt that most of the people at these dos were stuck-up and hypocritical, pretending to like the Beatles when secretly they despised them as working-class yobs. So, they were reluctant to go, but were finally persuaded that it would be undiplomatic to refuse.

Sadly, their fears were well founded: most of the wealthy, elderly guests barely knew who they were and were extremely patronizing. “And which one are you?” they drawled over their champagne glasses, then demanded autographs and even locks of hair for their families. Pushy officials tried to insist that the boys play along with this, but for John it was too much: he and I left before the end, and the others followed as soon as it was over. The ambassador and his wife, who had been very pleasant, apologized later, but none of the boys ever again accepted a similar invitation.

Back in New York they played at Carnegie Hall to an audience of six thousand. It was reported in the papers that even top film stars couldn’t get tickets. That night Murray the K, a well-known local disc jockey who’d interviewed the boys at the airport and then latched on to our party, took us out. He was a fast-talking, wheeler-dealing steamroller of a man who dressed in skin-tight trousers and a cowboy hat. We went with him to the Peppermint Club, the famous New York nightclub where the Twist had originated. Protected from the fans, we danced and drank the night away. Ringo, always a keen dancer, held the floor for most of the evening, while the rest of us watched, laughed, and let our hair down.

From New York we flew down to Miami for the boys’ second appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show. We were to stay at the Deauville Hotel, where our reception was similar to the one we had experienced in New York. Once again we were trapped, unable to go out and enjoy the sunshine, the beach or the sights. At one point I slipped down to the hotel lobby where there was a boutique. Although crowds of girls were camped outside the hotel, and plenty swarming about in the lobby, I felt safe because no one recognized me when I was away from John.

It was fun to browse though the racks of clothes after being stuck in our room for hours, but even more enjoyable to listen to the conversation of a couple of overweight middle-aged hotel guests. They wore multicolored Bermuda shorts, trowel-loads of makeup and diamanté-encrusted sunglasses, and they were laying in to the Beatles with gusto. “Aren’t they just too awful? All that hair! I don’t know what the kids see in them,” they grumbled. “They look like something out of a zoo.” Tempting as it was to let them know that I was John’s wife, I simply smiled and headed back to our room, giggling.

It hadn’t been hard to slip out of our suite, but getting back in proved a problem. I’d come out without any identification and the security guard refused to believe that I wasn’t just another fan. “But I’m Mrs. John Lennon, truly,” I pleaded. His face was a picture of resigned disbelief. “Yeah, honey, they all try that one. Now, get lost.”

After several minutes’ pleading I was close to tears, when a group of fans came over and started shouting at the guard: “She’s Cynthia—we’ve seen her picture. Can’t you hear her English accent?” They even produced photos of me with John and eventually the guard was convinced. Relieved, I promised them all Beatles autographs and sprinted back up the stairs.

My next outing was even more eventful. Our cars were followed by press and fans every time we left the hotel, so the police came up with an original if bizarre plan: we would leave though the hotel’s kitchen entrance and travel in an enclosed meat wagon. The plan was approved, amid howls of laughter, and the next day we sneaked through the hotel and into the waiting wagon. No sooner had the heavy metal doors slammed shut, leaving us in pitch darkness, than the wagon took off. I’d got in last, as usual, and hadn’t had time to grab hold of anything secure. So, when the driver, who’d clearly seen too many high-speed chase films, took off, I was thrown against the doors and ended up with a lump on my head the size of an egg. I wasn’t the only one—we were all bruised and battered as we lurched around, trying to hang on to the meat hooks hanging from the sides of the van. We shouted to the driver but he couldn’t hear us. He got the message when we arrived, though; the boys bombarded him with expletives.

Despite my injury the break-out was worth it. We were taken to a gorgeous villa next to the sea, with its own pool, where George Martin and his wife, Judy, were waiting for us. The villa apparently belonged to an anonymous celebrity who had loaned it to us as a gift. This was my first meeting with George and Judy and I liked them instantly. George was tall, debonair, polite and charming. A classically trained musician, he had been taught the oboe at the Guildhall School of Music by Jane Asher’s mother. Later he’d moved into record-producing, concentrating on classical and comedy records until he discovered the Beatles. Judy was lovely, very old school—like a headgirl with a heart of gold. She had been George’s secretary and was now his second wife and they patently adored each other.

Free of the fans and the restrictions of the hotel, we partied all day, swimming in the pool and enjoying an enormous barbecue prepared by the butler who came with the house. He looked like a member of the Mafia and scowled at us for most of the day, but his steaks were perfect.

The following day we met Muhammad Ali, then the world heavyweight boxing champion and a huge celebrity, for a photo call. I don’t know whose idea it was to put him and the Beatles together, but the media turned out en masse to see him sparring and joking with the Beatles.

As our stay in the States drew to a close, we longed to be back home. Although the boys were delighted that they’d gone down so well in the U.S., two weeks of being besieged in hotels, prodded, pushed and treated like zoo exhibits was enough. Besides, they had missed their girlfriends, as well as home delights like bacon butties and proper tea. None of them had found their enormous celebrity truly enjoyable, and this had become even more apparent to them in America. They hated feeling trapped, unable to wander down the street or pop into a shop. They hated being constantly accosted by strangers. And they hated being shoved, squeezed and even carried by police and security men every time they had to run the gamut of the fans. At least in Britain they could retreat to the comfort and safety of their own homes.

Back in London we barely had time to draw breath before the boys started making their first film, A Hard Day’s Night. The title, used for a hit single as well, came from a phrase Ringo had used to describe the nonstop exhaustion of touring and performing. John was excited about making a film: it was another creative medium for him to explore and he was fascinated by the whole process. But he hated having to get up at dawn to be driven to the studio. He wasn’t home again until seven in the evening, by which time he was exhausted. The whole film was shot in the space of a few weeks. It went on to become the most successful pop spin-off film ever.
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It was only just over a year since the Beatles had first hit the charts but our lives had changed beyond recognition. Launches, premieres, concerts and receptions followed in such rapid succession that John and I were barely able to keep up, let alone find time to be together.

I was truly happy for him. I had always been proud of his talent and believed in him, and to see him publicly recognized was wonderful. His belief in himself grew daily, and after the self-doubt and fear that his childhood had instilled in him, it was wonderful to see him calmer and so much more confident. But the endless demands on him meant that he had little time left for Julian and me. John felt as sad and frustrated as I did that we were apart so much and that, so soon after becoming a husband and father, he simply couldn’t be there for us.

I became self-sufficient, managing whatever problems arose and learning to be content with my own company. I comforted myself with the thought that all the craziness would pass and eventually John, Julian and I would have time together as a family. I missed John when he was away and never doubted that he loved us or that he wanted what I wanted: a settled family life. It was simply that for us the timing was askew. And, difficult as it sometimes was, there was little we could do but go along with it.

Three weeks after the Beatles began filming A Hard Day’s Night, John’s book In His Own Write was published. It was a collection of witticisms, anecdotes, stories and drawings that John had put together over several months. An editor at Jonathan Cape had read some rhymes he had written and had asked him if he could come up with enough for a small book, and John was thrilled. For weeks he was jotting and drawing, totally absorbed in it. He had always been a fan of The Goon Show, a satirical radio program then at the height of its popularity. He and Stuart Sutcliffe used to fool around for hours, imitating the Goons, Peter Sellers (John’s favorite), Spike Milligan, Harry Secombe and Michael Bentine. He loved their offbeat humor, and it’s easy to see their influence in John’s own writings. He loved playing with words, turning them inside out, experimenting with their flexibility and inventing malapropisms. He read everything he could lay his hands on, from newspapers and magazines to books on a huge range of subjects, including music, design, mystery novels, biographies and history. Among his favorites were Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland and Alice Through the Looking Glass, with their weird and wonderful imagery. In writing his own book, John’s rich imagination was unleashed and it gave him immense pleasure to move beyond the conventional “love story” limitations of the songs he and Paul had written.

John didn’t expect much of the book: he was just glad to see it all in print. Paul wrote a wacky little introduction and John hoped it would amuse his friends. But if he thought it would go unnoticed he couldn’t have been more wrong: it got rave reviews everywhere, from pop magazines to heavyweight papers. The Melody Maker said, “John Lennon is a remarkably gifted writer … often hilarious, clever and funny”; and the Times Literary Supplement wrote, “It is worth the attention of anyone who fears for the impoverishment of the English language and the British imagination”; while the Sunday Telegraph called it “irresistible.”

The book was an immediate bestseller. Bookshops that had ordered only a few copies demanded more and it was reprinted twice in the week it came out. John was pleased if bemused by the attention it got, and even more so when we heard that a Foyle’s literary luncheon had been arranged in his honor at London’s Dorchester Hotel. A Foyle’s luncheon was a great accolade for any author, and for John’s the demand for tickets was unparalleled.

Unfortunately John and I had no idea how big an event a Foyle’s literary luncheon was. We thought it would be just a nice meal, a bit of chat and a few compliments about the book. We weren’t in the least worried about it, so on the night before we went out to dinner with friends and ended up in one of our favorite nightclubs.

The next morning, after only a couple of hours’ sleep, we woke with appalling hangovers and realized the chauffeur would soon be arriving to take us to the luncheon. We did our best to make ourselves look presentable, but the bloodshot eyes and shaky hands were a bit of a giveaway. We told ourselves that the event would soon be over and we could go home to collapse.

What neither of us had realized was that the media would be there in force and that John was expected to make a speech. Doyens of the literary establishment rubbed shoulders with upmarket Lennon fans and everyone was waiting with bated breath to hear the words of the “intelligent” Beatle.

As we were ushered through the lobby of the Dorchester, hordes of press and TV crews following us, I knew John wanted to turn and run, but we had to keep smiling. We couldn’t even see what was going on properly because neither of us was wearing our glasses.

When we walked into the enormous dining room hundreds of people stood up and applauded. We fumbled our way to our places and found we were at opposite ends of the top table, denied even the reassurance of squeezing hands. I was sitting between the Earl of Arran and pop singer Marty Wilde, who was almost as nervous as I was. I was terrified, until the earl put me at ease with a string of witty stories and friendly chat. I even began to enjoy myself—until we reached the last course and dozens of TV and press cameras were pointed in our direction. “What’s going on?” I whispered to the earl.

“I believe your husband is about to give a speech,” he whispered back, and politely averted his eyes from the horror written on my face.

I looked at John and my heart went out to him. He was ashen and totally unprepared. Never lost for words in private, a public speech was beyond him—let alone to a crowd of literary top dogs, and especially with a hangover.

As John was introduced silence fell. The weight of expectation was enormous. John, more terrified than I’d ever seen him, got to his feet. He managed eight words, “Thank you very much, it’s been a pleasure,” then promptly sat down again. There was a stunned silence, followed by a few muted boos and a smattering of applause. The audience was disappointed, annoyed and indignant. Both John and I wished we were on another planet. John tried to make up for it by signing endless copies of the book afterward.

John’s Foyle’s “speech” went down in history as a typical Lennon gesture, a snub to the establishment from a pop-star rebel, when it was anything but. He had panicked.

Not that it affected his sales. The book went on selling and he soon began work on another, A Spaniard in the Works, which was published a year later and was almost as successful.

The day after In His Own Write went on sale the Beatles’ sixth single, “Can’t Buy Me Love,” was released. It had advance sales in Britain and the States of three million copies—a world record—and went straight to number one in both countries. Soon afterward the Beatles held the top six places in the U.S. singles charts and a full tour of the States was arranged for August.

Meanwhile George, who’d just turned twenty-one, had met a young model called Patti Boyd and fallen in love. Patti had been given a part in A Hard Day’s Night, playing a schoolgirl, because she had appeared in a successful potato chip advertisement—she was known as the Smith’s Crisps Girl. She was blond, beautiful and a sophisticated Londoner, like Jane Asher. But, like the rest of us Beatles girls, she was friendly, too, and easy to get on with. The two Liverpool girls, Maureen and I, and the two London girls, Jane and Patti, got on well from the beginning. We were all living through the same thing and it was wonderful to have friends to share it with. From the start it was obvious that Patti and George were serious, and we were all pleased for them. The other three Beatles were all in happy relationships and until now George had been on his own.

A few weeks after they met, Patti and George joined John and me for a weekend in Ireland. It was a chance for us to get to know Patti better, and for us all to sneak off and have some fun. We were determined not to let the press know so the boys wore false mustaches, scarves and hats for the journey out and Patti and I walked some distance behind them. We left from Manchester in a private six-seater plane and, despite some odd looks at the boys’ ludicrous get-up, we got away without being recognized.

We were booked into a hotel called Dromoland Castle and it seemed perfect—miles from anywhere and utterly luxurious. President Kennedy had just checked out of our suite and the staff, used to high-level guests, were charming and discreet. Our first day was delightfully peaceful. We walked in the castle’s extensive grounds and luxuriated in the sense of freedom. By the evening we were more relaxed than we’d been for months.

The next morning we woke to the sound of birdsong—and the chatter of numerous voices under our windows. We peered out through the curtains, to be confronted by a sea of journalists and photographers. We’d been rumbled. The press had turned out in force in the hope of getting the first pictures of George and his new girlfriend.

We were bitterly disappointed—and trapped. How on earth were we going to get away from the place? The hotel manager came up with a simple and hilarious way to foil the masses outside. While John and George would leave by the front entrance and head for the airport, Patti and I would be smuggled out of the back, dressed as chambermaids.

Stage one went fine. Patti and I, giggling, put on ill-fitting black dresses, frilly aprons and white caps. We were taken down to the staff entrance, where we climbed inside one of the hotel’s large wicker laundry baskets. The idea was that a couple of staff would carry us, inside the basket, to the waiting laundry van outside. Once we were safely in the van we would be let out of the basket and the driver would take us to the airport.

Perfect, except that the driver shot off before anyone could let us out of the basket. We traveled to the airport trapped inside it for the next nightmare hour. It was pitch dark and we were hurled against the wicker as the driver sped round bends and down narrow roads, the basket sliding from one side of the van to the other. To add to our misery, we could barely breathe and were convinced we’d suffocate. We shouted at the top of our lungs but it was soon clear that the driver couldn’t hear us. There was nothing we could do but hang on and pray.

When we reached the airport, we were stiff, bruised, tearful and hoarse. But at least we had the satisfaction of knowing that our ruse had worked: the press had no idea we’d got away and were still camped outside the hotel. John and George thought the whole thing was a riot and teased us all the way home. Patti and I swore that next time they could try the clever tricks and we’d go the easy way—out of the front door. However, the four of us had got on so well that a few weeks later we went on holiday again, to Tahiti this time. To escape the press we flew out separately, then chartered a yacht in Tahiti. John and I went via Hawaii, where the fans and press tracked us down and we were trapped in our hotel.

When we met up with George and Patti in Tahiti our “yacht” turned out to be a rather elderly fishing boat and it rained torrentially, monsoon style, for the first couple of days. I was seasick and wished we’d never set out. But once the storm had passed we had a wonderful time. Our Tahitian crew was happy and helpful and, much to our delight, had no idea who the boys were. The cook specialized in potatoes cooked a different way each night, which meant John and I went home considerably fatter. We lay on deck, swam, talked and ate and, best of all, the press never found us.

Patti and I were becoming close friends. I admired her gorgeous figure and perfect fashion sense, and I think she enjoyed the company of someone who’d been with the Beatles from the beginning and knew the ropes. John and George had an easy, comfortable relationship and they headed for the beach while Patti and I went shopping. Holidays were precious: they were the only chance John and I had to be together all the time, to slow down and enjoy each other. The rest of our time was now so frantic and full that often we just passed on the way in or out of the flat. Even when we went to functions we were hardly ever seated beside each other, and so many people wanted John’s attention. So, lazing on a beach, walking, talking, making love, sharing a cuddle and splashing together in the sea were idyllic. We felt no pressure to make those holidays perfect, they just were, because we were together and away from it all. At those times John was happy. For a while he forgot about the security guards, the press, the fans and the endless demands. He laughed, fooled around and enjoyed himself.

We headed back to the whirlwind that was life at home. The royal premiere of A Hard Day’s Night was to take place on July 6, in the presence of Princess Margaret, and four days later the Beatles were to attend the Liverpool premiere, followed by a civic reception for the city’s newest heroes. John had enjoyed making the film, and he was delighted with the finished result. We all hoped it would do well and show the public that there was yet another dimension to the Beatles.

As the day of the London premiere drew near, excitement ran high and I was determined to look gorgeous. I slogged around the smart West End boutiques and Knightsbridge stores for days, looking for the right dress. I finally found it—a full-length tunic-style sleeveless dress in black and beige silk—in Fenwicks, one of London’s classiest department stores. To go with it I bought a Mary Quant black chiffon coat, bordered with black feathers. The only problem was that the dress needed shortening. Fenwicks promised to have it done and delivered to me in time for the premiere.

That morning when it hadn’t arrived I panicked. In the end my mother went to collect it and got back with about half an hour to spare. John always took an interest in my appearance, and he loved the dress. I asked him whether I should wear my hair up or down. “Let’s have a change—give us a bit of Brigitte and wear it up this time. And don’t wear your specs. You look great without them. Don’t worry, I’ll guide you.” He was always proud of the finished result when I was dressed for a big occasion and would say, “God, Cyn, you look fantastic.” I set off for the premiere feeling like a princess, with a black velvet bow in my hair to match the outfit.

John, Paul, George, Ringo, Brian and I were driven to Leicester Square, the venue for all major London film premieres then and now, by chauffeur Bill Corbett. As we passed through streets lined with cheering fans, held back by rows of police, John stared out of the window and asked what was going on. “Is it a Cup final or something?” he asked. When Brian told him that they were waiting to see the Beatles, he was genuinely surprised. Despite all the screaming crowds he’d been confronted with over the past nine months, he still wasn’t prepared for them.

As the flashbulbs popped and we stood on the red carpet waving and smiling I thought back to when I had been living at Mimi’s, hidden away and managing on a pittance. It was hard to believe the difference a year had made. At the end of the film we were introduced to Princess Margaret. When it came to meeting royalty in the flesh John was as much in awe as the rest of us. He was so pleased and proud that the princess had come to see the film that his anti-establishment views flew out of the window and he stood red-faced, as she spoke to him. She was obviously fascinated by the boys, but not their entourage. Her questions to John were clipped and superficial: “How are you coping with all the adulation?” John tried to introduce me: “Ma’am, this is my wife, Cynthia.” A brief glance in my direction, “Oh, how nice,” and she was gone. Still, I was bowled over. I’d met royalty, which was more than I’d ever imagined in my days back in Hoylake.

Brian had advised me and all the other Beatles women to stay away from the Liverpool premiere and reception because of the problems involved in getting us all through the crowds that were expected. It was the first time any of the boys had been back to their home city since Beatlemania had begun and they were bowled over by the welcome they received. All four had invited numerous relatives to the premiere. John’s sisters, Jacqui and Julia, now sixteen and eighteen, were there with Aunt Harrie, all wearing new outfits provided by John, who had told them to go and choose whatever they wanted. He had them collected in a chauffeur-driven limousine and Julia later told me it was one of the most wonderful days of their lives. Mimi didn’t go because that sort of thing wasn’t her idea of fun.

Once again the streets were lined with cheering crowds. When they reached the town hall for the civic reception, the mayor, in full regalia, was waiting to greet them. The boys were taken out onto the balcony at the front where they waved to crowds estimated at two hundred thousand, all screaming at the tops of their voices. After a sumptuous lunch they moved on to the Odeon, where the premiere was held. Before the film began the boys went onto the stage, to shouts and cheers from the audience, and John yelled, “Where’s me family?” Julia, Jacqui and Harrie waved and shouted and the whole audience laughed.

That night the boys were whisked back to London. It had been a triumphant return to Liverpool and they’d loved it, but it had also been overwhelming. John found it strange that although he’d grown up in Liverpool, he could no longer walk down its streets, drop in on old friends or pop into one of the clubs to hear the latest sounds. He could never again be ordinary in Liverpool, and he hated that. From now on he could return only as a big celebrity, one of the most famous men in the world. Publicly he said that he didn’t miss Liverpool, he wanted to explore the rest of the world, and had no desire to go back, which seemed perverse, but I suspect it was the only way he could deal with a painful truth.

A Hard Day’s Night had been put together around the album of the same name, the first comprised only of Lennon and McCartney original tracks. Several of John’s songs on that album have themes of isolation and cries for help. Tracks like “Tell Me Why,” “Any Time at All” and “I’ll Cry Instead” reflect the frustration he felt at that time. He was the idol of millions, but the freedom and fun of the early days had gone. Success had come at a price, and he often felt caught up in something he couldn’t stop.

I missed the early days too. I felt isolated and stuck in a flat that had a permanent posse of noisy fans camped outside. Even worse, there was a student hostel across the road with a balcony that overlooked us, and the fans had discovered it. Day and night they waved and called to us from it, so I had to keep the curtains permanently drawn.

An awful moment came when a large building next to us—a terminal for coaches to Heathrow airport—caught fire. I stood watching, with Julian in my arms, the huge flames lit up the night sky. The wind blew sparks in our direction and I thought we would have to flee. Bob, our photographer friend in the flat downstairs, came up to check that we were all right. He and his wife reassured me that the fire wouldn’t reach us, but the incident added to my sense of vulnerability in the flat.

Then I received a series of obscene phone calls. It was the last straw. Now I was under siege from every direction. I couldn’t go out, look out of my window or even answer the phone without having to deal with fans, some of whom were clearly crazy.

It was just as bad for John. Every time he came home he had to force his way through the girls camped on our doorstep. His chauffeur, Bill Corbett, was a hefty man who strong-armed them out of the way but it was an ordeal: obsessive, desperate fans fought, bit and scratched their way to the front to grab any piece of John’s clothing they could get hold of. He gave up wearing scarves because so many were ripped off him. The fans’ other tactic was to stuff our keyhole with chewing gum to stop us getting in. After this had happened half a dozen times John had had enough: it was time to look for somewhere more secure to live.

Money was now no object, as we discovered when we talked to our accountant about buying a house. We were seriously rich and could go out to choose the house of our dreams. The Beatles’ account ant lived in Weybridge, Surrey, and we had gone down there to see him. We liked the area and it was close to London, but so much more peaceful and pretty. We started looking at houses there, and eventually found the perfect place. Kenwood was a sixteen-room mock-Tudor house in the exclusive St. George’s Hill estate where Cliff Richard and Tom Jones already lived. It wasn’t like any estate we’d ever seen—no back-to-back houses, just acres of woods, fields and discreet homes set at such wide intervals that you wouldn’t know you had any neighbors.

The house was elaborately decorated in a hideous, over-fussy style when we first saw it, but it was on the top of a hill and had a wonderful sense of space and openness, which was just what we needed after the cramped flat. It cost us nineteen thousand pounds, a huge sum in those days. We bought it on July 15 and moved into its small attic flat while the rest was refurbished. We’d been advised by all our friends to employ an interior designer and Brian recommended an acquaintance of his. Feeling totally out of our depth John and I gave him carte blanche. For the designer it was heaven and he soon set about spending our money with glee, coming up with what we felt were increasingly bizarre ideas. Meanwhile, a swimming pool was being dug outside—John was determined to do the whole pop-star thing. We spent months walking past diggers and the army of builders and decorators inside on the way upstairs to our two rooms in the attic. All we dared do was peep into the rooms from time to time to ask how it was going, usually when yet another tea break was under way.

We liked some of the lavish designs, but they weren’t what we’d have chosen, left to ourselves. The results in one room almost gave John apoplexy: when he came home to find the sunroom, a bright room with lots of windows, swathed in dark green material, like a bizarre wedding marquee, he was furious. He tore it all down, then and there.

We were still living in the attic when the Beatles set off for their first full tour of the United States, in August 1964. While John was away I tried to keep myself busy to avoid the loneliness and isolation my new life forced on me. I invited my old friend Phyl to stay and we had a lovely couple of weeks together, shopping, going to the hairdresser and catching up with each other’s lives. Phyl thought it was hilarious that we were living in the tiny attic at the top of such a huge house.

We watched the Beatles’ progress on television. Their tour was an enormous success, the crowds even bigger than they had been previously. We went to see A Hard Day’s Night at the local cinema. Phyl hadn’t yet been and at least it gave me a chance to see John, if only on celluloid, because I missed him badly.

In the end John, Julian and I were in the attic for nine months. As John and I had been used to small living spaces, we were actually quite happy there. It felt far more strange to move into the whole house and suddenly have lots of large rooms to use. Once our tyrannical designer had gone, we changed most of the carpets and curtains and swapped the hard red-leather sofas he’d installed for soft green velvet ones, which were a lot more comfortable. Ringo took the red ones for his London flat. We only used the main reception and dining rooms when we entertained. The rest of the time they remained pristine and untouched.

Neither of us was at ease with a grand scale of living and we ended up making a den in the small back room. It had a comfy old sofa, a TV, a table at which we ate and Julian’s toys. When John wasn’t working he lay on the sofa, apparently watching the TV—which he liked to keep permanently switched on—but often a million miles away, lost in a daydream. I’d talk to him and he wouldn’t hear me. This was nothing new: he had always been able to “tune out” of his surroundings and the busier his life became the more often he was “present but absent.” I didn’t mind: it was his way of coping with the stresses of his life, and these “absent” moments were a vital part of the creative process. After an hour or two he’d often get up, go to the piano and start writing a song.

Now that we were living in such grandeur, we had staff to help us. Dorothy Jarlett, known as Dot, had ironed for the former tenants and became our housekeeper. She was a warm, competent woman in her forties who became indispensable to us. She was loyal and reliable, and was a good friend to me when John was away for weeks on end.

Too often I’ve seen it reported that John wouldn’t allow me to have a nanny for Julian, insisting that I bring him up with no help, as a reaction to his own mother-deprived childhood. In fact, he left it to me and I chose not to have a nanny. Julian was a source of delight: I loved being with him and watching him learn new things every day. I would gladly have had another child, but although we never took precautions, it didn’t happen, so I contented myself with looking after Julian. Dot was always on hand to babysit and my mother was often with us too. We also had an elderly, grumpy but extremely good gardener, who largely ignored us, and a chauffeur. The first couple of chauffeurs were a disaster—we discovered that one lived in the car that he drove for us—but Les Anthony, a jovial Welsh ex-guardsman whom we knew for some reason as Anthony was, like Dot, loyal and reliable. Neither John nor I could drive when we first moved in, so Anthony was far more than just a status symbol: he was our lifeline.

Once the house was finished John insisted we get a cat—he’d grown up with them, of course, and loved them. The first was named Mimi, after his cat-loving aunt. Two more soon followed, and eventually we had about ten. We also got a dog, a mongrel that Julian named Bernard after Dot’s husband. Sadly, we only had him for a year before he died.

Not long after we moved to Kenwood, George and Patti bought a house in Esher, a few minutes down the road, followed by Ringo and Maureen, who took Sunny Heights, just five minutes away on the same estate as us. Ringo and Maureen had continued to see each other, even though she was in Liverpool and he was in London. We all knew that Ringo had had the odd fling with other girls, but his heart belonged to Maureen. In the summer of 1964 Maureen had gone on holiday with Ringo, Paul and Jane without telling her parents. How she thought she could holiday unnoticed with a Beatle I can’t imagine. Of course, within a couple of days her picture was splashed all over the newspapers. When reporters knocked on her parents’ door, her dad said, generously, that he would have let her go if he’d known about it.

In early December Ringo collapsed and became very ill with tonsillitis, and Maureen rushed from Liverpool to be with him. The Beatles were about to embark on a tour of Holland, the Far East and Australia, so this caused a minor crisis. In the end Brian decided that they’d set off without Ringo, who got up the moment he could and caught up with the others a few days later in Australia.

In January Maureen found she was pregnant and their wedding was hastily arranged for February 11, 1966, at London’s Caxton Hall. It was a carbon copy of the situation in which John and I had found ourselves, except that this time the world’s press was waiting to capture all the details. Once again Brian did all the arranging. Maureen’s pregnancy was kept secret, and to avoid publicity the registrar agreed to perform the ceremony at eight a.m. Paul and Jane were on holiday in Tunisia, but George and Patti, John and I went, with Maureen’s mother and Ringo’s mother and stepfather. Once again Brian was best man and, after a touching ceremony we all went back to Brian’s house in Belgravia for a celebration breakfast. The newlyweds went on honeymoon to Hove, near Brighton, for three days, then Ringo had to get back to work.

Maureen had just turned eighteen and, to the press, appeared shy and unsophisticated. Like me, she preferred to stay in the background and give few interviews. In a brief meeting with journalists during their honeymoon she held Ringo’s hand tightly and said little. One article said that one of the world’s best-known bridegrooms had married one of the least-known brides. But that was the way Ringo and Maureen wanted it. Like John, Ringo believed his family should be kept out of the limelight. He wanted to protect and shelter them and that was the best way he knew of doing it.

Far from being a shy little thing, Maureen was talkative, full of laughter and great fun: we all liked her enormously and thought she was good for Ringo. John and I were delighted when they came to live close by. Initially they’d lived in Ringo’s one-bedroom flat in Montagu Square, close to London’s Hyde Park but, like us, they needed more space and greater privacy. All of the Beatles’ women got on with each other, but Maureen, who was one of the most down-to-earth, honest people I ever knew, became my closest friend. After their son Zak was born in September, seven months after the wedding, she and I used to go up to Knightsbridge to shop. Anthony would drop us off and we’d do the rounds of Harrods, Harvey Nichols and the designer shops in between, then stop for lunch in a smart little bistro. We’d buy cute little outfits for our sons and we were always on the lookout for something different or special for the men. We loved to surprise them with a psychedelic shirt, a piece of ethnic jewelry, or I would buy John a new plectrum for his guitar. John always loved prezzies, as he called them. No matter how small they were, he’d be delighted and I loved looking for things to surprise him.

Much as Maureen and I enjoyed our outings, she always made sure she was at home for Ringo when he came in. Such was her devotion to him that she would stay up sometimes until four in the morning to greet him with a home-cooked meal. She wanted him to feel loved and cared for and, like me, she had been brought up in a family where women did the caring and nurturing while men provided.

We often went over to their house and hung out with them; it was always party time at the Starkeys’. Ringo was gregarious and fun-loving, a clown and a joker with an infectious laugh. Together, he and Maureen made an irresistible double act, both extroverted and uninhibited. Ringo had installed a replica pub in their front room, which he called the Flying Cow. It had a counter and till, tankards, mirrored walls and even a pool table. He’d nip behind the bar to serve us all drinks, while Maureen supplied us with endless plates of food. It was a cozy, comfortable house with what felt like the ultimate luxury at the time: a TV—usually switched on—in every room.

They had large grounds, in which Ringo had built in a go-cart track. He and John would race the go-carts or play pool while Maureen and I chatted over a cup of tea or took Zak and Julian for a walk. Ringo’s other passion was making his own short films. He had lots of equipment and loved to experiment, so after the nanny had taken over Zak and Julian we’d watch his latest movie. One was a fifteen-minute study of Maureen’s face. Innovative, perhaps, but not the most riveting entertainment.

We spent time at George and Patti’s too. George had bought a large bungalow in Esher, about twenty minutes from us, and Patti moved in with him not long after they met. The outside of George’s house was painted in a series of vivid colors that made it look startlingly psychedelic as you approached it. Inside, it was in complete contrast to Ringo’s. George’s home was stylish and tasteful, straight out of a designer magazine and without a TV in sight.

The Beatles had become incredibly close over the years and much of the time we socialized together, perhaps because no one else was in quite the same situation. It was like having a second family. Even Paul, who’d bought a townhouse in London’s St. John’s Wood, came down regularly with Jane to see us. We would visit each other far more often than we’d visit anyone or go anywhere else. We almost always went on holiday with one or all of the other Beatles and we usually spent Christmas Eve together at one of our homes and swapped presents. Remarkably, perhaps, there was seldom any tension between us. Minor disagreements were quickly sorted out.

John’s relationship with each of the other Beatles was different. He was at his most relaxed with Ringo, who often had him in stitches with his jokes. He treated George with the mix of fondness and disdain he might have shown a younger brother. He was closest of all to Paul, but their relationship was more complex. They spent a great deal of time composing together, one sitting at the piano, the other jotting down lyrics or strumming a guitar, both calling for vast amounts of sarnies and tea, totally immersed in what they were doing. The time they spent working together was intense, and when it was over they needed to let off steam and relax apart. John spent less of his free time with Paul than with either of the others.

The Beatles’ families’ closeness never really extended to Brian. Perhaps because he was “the boss,” he chose to remain at a distance. He rarely joined us socially, although he was often invited. His role was to be a friend and mentor to the Beatles, but not a pal.
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Brian Epstein had always said that the Beatles would be bigger than Elvis, and at first everyone laughed. Elvis was securely on his throne as the king of rock and roll and no one had heard of the Beatles. But by 1965 his prediction had come true: the Beatles were the biggest pop act in the world, eclipsing Elvis and every other popular musician. Their faces were known in every country on the globe—Beatlemania was breaking out in places as far afield as Australia, the Philippines, Japan and Scandinavia.

Back in Britain we were at the epicenter of what became known as the Swinging Sixties. It was an era of unfettered expression, joyousness and extravagance. Suddenly people didn’t have to wait until Christmas to light the candles: they lit them every day, and frequently burned them at both ends. To us it felt as though the whole country was ready to party and we were at the top of most of the “in” people’s invitation lists. Throughout 1965, and for the next three years, we went to hip restaurants and nightclubs, we were invited to celebrity parties, we shopped in designer boutiques and our pictures were in every newspaper and magazine.

My life then was full of contrasts. I might be at a premiere one night, with photographers snapping and crowds screaming, and the next morning I’d be taking Julian to school like any other mum. Or I would pop down to my local shops for some groceries—I was hardly ever recognized on my own—then meet John in the evening after his recording session. I’d go along with the other Beatles women to hear the end of the session, then spend the rest of the night in one of the hip London clubs, dancing and chatting to a host of famous faces, many of whom we counted as friends.

Despite our celebrity status we were still naïve. We had no sophistication or sense of style. Back in Liverpool our idea of a classy night out had been a Scotch and Coca-Cola or a Babycham in the pub—even those were saved for Christmas or birthdays. Mostly we had beer or Coke and that was it. We hardly ever dined out and on the rare occasions when we had enough money to go to a restaurant, it was a curry house or a café for chicken and chips.

When John and I had first arrived in London we’d asked Brian to show us the ropes. He was already installed in a smart London flat in upmarket Belgravia and he’d wasted no time in acquainting himself with the best people and places. Since we hadn’t a clue where to start we were grateful to be swept along in his wake. To introduce us to London nightlife he had first arranged to take us out to dinner. We went to La Poule au Pot in Ebury Street, a restaurant run by a couple of French gays who were, to our eyes anyway, utterly flamboyant and decadent. The atmosphere in the restaurant was intimate—brocade drapes in deep red, green and gold hung on the walls and the candles had melted into wax sculptures over the bottles that did duty as candlesticks. We loved it, even though we couldn’t understand a word of the French menu.

Brian was in his element. Because homosexuality was still illegal it was only in places like this, where it was acceptable to be openly gay, that he could let down his guard and feel less of an outcast. Here he was a member of an in-club, as well as a sophisticated older man, showing us wet-behind-the-ears kids a bit of fine living. That night we were happy to let him take the decisions: he ordered French onion soup, coq au vin and poire belle Hélène, with Pouilly Fuissé to drink. The meal was sublime, accompanied by outrageous banter from our French hosts. John and I spent most of the evening trying to pronounce Pouilly Fuissé, much to the amusement of everyone else.

After that Brian took us regularly to London’s hotspots, and by the time we moved to Weybridge we had developed a taste for London’s nightlife. But although we went to the best nightclubs, restaurants and parties, we never got to like sophisticated food. John still preferred a bacon butty or a steak sandwich to anything the finest chefs could offer him.

One of our favorite haunts was the Ad Lib Club. A discreet door led to a hallway with a lift, which took us to the club on the top floor. Inside, the design was minimalist, with cushioned benches and long, low tables set round a central dance floor. The club would be buzzing all night and was the favorite haunt of most of the pop stars of the day. We’d talk, drink and dance the night away with singing twins Paul and Barry Ryan, our old Liverpool mates Freddie and the Dreamers and Gerry and the Pacemakers, plus the Who, the Rolling Stones, the Animals and Georgie Fame. Who drummer Keith Moon and I had wonderful philosophical conversations whenever we met. Despite his mad-rocker image I found him sensitive and serious-minded and I was sad when, a decade later, he died so young.

After a long night of partying, we’d head home at dawn, usually with George and Patti or Ringo and Maureen. We’d get the chauffeur to stop off at a roadside café for a meat pie and be at home in time for me to get Julian up and off to school—after which I’d collapse into bed for a few hours.

Our other favorite haunts included the Bag o’Nails, the Scotch of St. James’s and Samantha’s. Of these, the Bag o’ Nails was our favorite. In contrast to the Ad Lib it was decorated in dark colors, with shadowy candlelit corners and deep sofas. But the best thing about it was the steak and onion baguettes, served all night. The boys would be ravenous after recording all day and would munch their way through great piles of them.

Brian’s Belgravia flat was elegant and classically stylish. He often gave parties, always perfectly planned. A butler would move discreetly through the room with a tray of champagne while guests, including David Jacobs (host of top television program Juke Box Jury on which John had appeared), music journalist Ray Connolly and his wife Plum, washing-machine tycoon John Bloom and Jimi Hendrix all mingled.

Along with the delights of fine wines and good food, we were introduced to cannabis. Joints were often produced at parties or even in clubs, and passed among those who fancied a “toke.” The Beatles had first tried cannabis when Bob Dylan introduced them to it, on their original visit to America. Bob had listened to the lyrics of “I Want to Hold Your Hand” and, thinking one of the lines was “I get high,” had assumed that this was a reference to drug-taking and that the boys were seasoned users. When he mentioned this to John, he was told that the line was in fact “I can’t hide” and that none of the Beatles had tried drugs of any kind. That was when Bob had offered to initiate them. They’d all got stoned, fallen around the hotel room with the giggles and thought it was great. After that they smoked dope fairly regularly, using it recreationally in the same way that they’d have a drink to relax and unwind. I occasionally gave it a try, but I never took to it. I found it impossible to enjoy anything that made me feel out of control.

It was both daunting and flattering to find ourselves on the guest lists of the stars and be invited for dinner or drinks by celebrities we’d been watching on TV or reading about in the papers only a couple of years earlier. Singer Alma Cogan was one. She had been one of the most successful singing stars of the fifties and in the early sixties was still hugely popular. The Beatles met her on her television show and she loved them, especially John. After that we were frequently invited to parties in her opulent apartment on Kensington High Street.

John and I had thought of her as out of date and unhip. We remembered her in the old-fashioned cinched-in waists and wide skirts of the fifties. But in the flesh she was beautiful, intelligent and funny, oozing sex appeal and charm. Walking into her home for the first time was like walking into another world. It was decorated like a swish nightclub with dark, richly colored silken fabrics and brocades everywhere. Every surface was covered with ethnic sculptures, ornaments and dozens of photographs in elaborate silver, gold and jeweled frames. In the living room there were deep sofas, floor cushions and lamps draped with chiffon and silk. Candles were everywhere and a card table had been set up between two sofas for those who fancied a game.

On one of our visits the actor Stanley Baker was playing poker with three others, whose faces I recognized from the big screen. Film director Roman Polanski and his wife Sharon Tate were sitting on a sofa, holding hands. Just a few years later Sharon died at the hands of Charles Manson and his gang. Singer Alan Price and his girlfriend were on the opposite sofa, while in the corner a mysterious-looking woman was reading palms. John and I seated ourselves on cushions on the floor while Alma, her mother and sister served us all champagne. This was my first taste of such hedonistic luxury and I was out of my league.

It was exciting to be part of the swinging London set, but it highlighted my insecurities. While John took to it with ease, I was painfully aware of my lack of sophistication. I saw myself as a naïve girl who had simply got lucky and didn’t deserve to be there. Also, in the presence of so much glamour and beauty, I was acutely conscious of my imperfections.

I did my best to overcome my fears and doubts, shopping in all the top places—Biba in Kensington High Street, Mary Quant in the King’s Road and other places of the moment. I bought gorgeous outfits, had my hair done in a little Greek place in Bayswater—I’d have felt out of my depth in somewhere as high profile as Vidal Sassoon—and made every effort to look good. But I still lacked confidence in my appearance. It hadn’t mattered so much when John and I were in Liverpool. In those days we had only had eyes for each other and with my black Bardot outfits and newly blond hair I felt I was the height of glamour. Now, surrounded by rake-thin models and actresses who made their living from looking gorgeous, I could see temptation for John all around us and felt I couldn’t compete.

I received my share of compliments, though. I remember someone telling me that I was more beautiful than Britt Ekland, who was married then to Peter Sellers and was most people’s idea of the perfect blonde. I glowed for days. And John often told me he loved me. He also became impatient if I talked about my anxieties so, for the most part, I kept them to myself and did my best to appear as cool and glamorous as the women we mixed with. It wasn’t easy though, especially when I began to wonder if John was being unfaithful. Alma Cogan was one of the women I suspected he was having an affair with. I could see the sexual tension between them and how outrageously she flirted with him, but I had no real grounds for suspicion—just a strong gut feeling.

I did a pretty good job of keeping my insecurity under wraps, but there were moments when it got the better of me. On one particularly vulnerable evening we were at a housewarming party given by Cilla Black and her husband Bobby, who had just moved to London. Cilla was now in Brian’s management stable and was becoming a big star—she had been the first girl to hit number one since Helen Shapiro. The party was swarming with the up-and-coming and the famous.

Late in the evening Cilla walked into the bedroom after we’d all had a lot to drink, to find Georgie Fame talking to the closed door of her wardrobe. “Come on out, Cyn,” he begged. “What’s the matter?”

“I’ll come out when John realizes I’ve gone missing,” I told him tearfully.

Cilla, panicking at the thought of the imminent ruin my drunken state might mean for her expensive dresses hanging neatly around me, helped him coax me out and took me off for another drink. John, talking to a crowd of people in another part of the house, never did notice that I’d gone missing.

One evening, not long after we moved to Kenwood, there was a knock at the door. John answered and I stood not far behind him. Bob and Sonny, the Beatles’ photographer and his wife who had lived below us in Emperor’s Gate, were on the doorstep. Bob looked furious and Sonny, a stunning Swede, was in tears, cowering behind him. Bob ignored me and said he wanted to talk to John. They all disappeared into the living room. Half an hour later Bob and Sonny left. When John came back into the kitchen I asked him what had been going on, but he shrugged and disappeared upstairs to his music room. It was never mentioned between us again, but not long afterward I heard that Bob and Sonny were divorcing. I couldn’t escape the conclusion that she’d had an affair with John, although I never had any proof.

Some accounts of John’s life have said that John was a womanizer from the start, that even in our art college days he was seeing other girls behind my back. All I can say is that if it was true I never knew about it. I saw John flirting at parties, but that was all, and at college he was with me for so much of the time that he had little opportunity to see anyone else. In those days I never dreamed that he might be unfaithful. We were together, we loved each other and that was all I needed. It was only after we came to London and began our new life that the doubts crept in.

Of course I knew that John might have had the odd fling with a girl when the Beatles were on tour—if any of them had had the odd lapse, well, they were only human and it meant little. All of us Beatles women knew that girls threw themselves at the boys, but we also knew that they came home to us so we ignored it. After all, we were getting fan letters every day saying things like “I’m in love with your husband, he doesn’t love you, he wants me, so leave him alone.” Some were funny, others threatening, but either way they went into the bin and we forgot about them.

So, when I began to wonder if John had had affairs with Alma, Sonny and a couple of other women who were around us at the time, I decided to let it go. I believed that John and I were strong enough together to come through anything, and that unless an infidelity was staring me in the face I wouldn’t ask him or look for evidence. I knew that if I tried to confront him he would walk away and I’d end up tormenting myself. In any case, I wasn’t the sort of woman to be controlling and possessive. I knew I was the bedrock of John’s stability and that he loved me, and I let that be enough.

John had made an appearance on Peter Cook and Dudley Moore’s satirical comedy show Not Only … But Also, in January 1965. He and Peter hit it off immediately and became good friends. They shared an outrageous sense of humor and a fierce intelligence. Soon after they met, Peter and his wife, Wendy, invited us to lunch. Their home in London’s Hampstead was like something out of a glossy magazine, and as we walked in John and I glanced at each other apprehensively. These people seemed so effortlessly perfect. Their enormous kitchen, full of copper and dried flowers, had a huge Aga at one end, laden with pans of wonderful-smelling food. A long oak refectory table stood in the center of the room laid with beautiful crystal glasses, glistening cutlery, and a vase overflowing with casually but stylishly arranged garden flowers. The food was superb and we had our first taste of garlic—amazingly, it was unheard of in the Liverpool of our childhood.

Dudley Moore was there too and as we sat around the table Pete and Dud fell into their comedy routine. John joined in, putting on his thickest Liverpool accent, and as we drank bottle after bottle of expensive red wine the afternoon descended into hilarity. At one point John nudged me under the table and caught my eye. He grinned: this was great.

When it was time to go he invited Peter, Wendy and Dudley to dinner with us the following week. I looked at him in horror. How on earth was I going to compete with the lunch we’d just had? Admittedly my cooking skills had progressed from Vesta curry to a traditional roast, but it was hardly impressive. What on earth would I cook for London’s wittiest, most sophisticated people? At least we had a beautiful dining room, crystal, silver cutlery, linen tablecloths and napkins. And, thank God, with Brian’s help, we had installed some very expensive wines in our cellar—although neither of us had a clue what they were or which wine went with what food.

As the day of the dinner approached I drew up the most impressive menu I could think of. Prawn cocktail as a starter—sauce out of a bottle, frozen prawns. Roast lamb for the main course. And apple crumble for pudding—crumble out of a packet, custard out of a tin. With cheese to follow.

At the last minute Dudley begged off because of work commitments. The Cooks were due at eight and John, who was never a good timekeeper, had promised to be home from the studio in plenty of time. I was a nervous wreck and Julian, sensing it, was playing up. He knew something big was happening because he’d never seen the dining-table used before, never mind laid with its full regalia of crystal, linen and silver.

With half an hour to go I panicked. Flowers, oh, God, flowers. Stumbling around the garden picking flowers in the dark wasn’t easy. With fifteen minutes to go, I changed and tried to compose myself. The meat was in the oven, the vegetables prepared … I breathed a sigh of relief.

Peter and Wendy arrived and I poured drinks and handed them the nuts and crisps I’d thrown into bowls so that they had something to nibble until John arrived. The next two hours were probably the longest and most embarrassing of my life. With no sign of John, I did my best to keep the conversation going and the glasses full, while Julian bobbed around, creating mini-diversions of his own. But, charming as Peter and Wendy were, it was hard for me to entertain them. And the food was gently disintegrating in the oven.

It was ten when John rolled in, full of apologies and a beatific smile on his face. He was clearly stoned. He was as nervous as I was about the evening, had smoked a couple of joints to fortify himself and lost track of the time. We had all drunk quite a lot, so when John produced a joint Peter and Wendy happily accepted. When I served the meal it was so late and they were so stoned that they wolfed it down, oblivious to its pre-packed origins and hideously overcooked state. In the end the night was a great success, and we had many more dinners together, at home and out on the town. One weekend a few months later Mike Nesmith of the Monkees and his wife arrived. John had met them on tour and invited them over, but he was quite put out when they actually turned up. I, on the other hand, was delighted. Even though I still wasn’t the most confident hostess, I had bought lots of cookbooks since the Cooks had come around and my repertoire had expanded. Now I was always glad to have new people to entertain. Mike’s wife, who appeared to live to please him, wasn’t the easiest guest, though. She would hover over me as I cooked, saying, “Mike doesn’t like it like that,” and “I always do it this way for Mike.” How I managed not to thump her I’ll never know.

Among the other guests who came to call were Bob Dylan and Joan Baez. Bob was a good friend of John’s—their influence on each other’s music was powerful—and he dropped in one evening to join us for dinner, as did Joan on a different occasion, both “I’m in town can I come over” guests.

Although John and I knew we were rich, our true spending power still hadn’t dawned on us. At home we lived simply. We drank little, usually preferring a glass of milk with a meal to anything alcoholic, and our tastes weren’t extravagant. John gave me an allowance of fifty pounds a week, which in those days was a handsome sum. I didn’t go on many shopping sprees, but when I did it was for shoes. Every time I went into the shoe shop in Weybridge the assistants rubbed their hands with glee. An hour later I’d emerge with several carrier-bags and most of my week’s money gone.

I also loved buying Julian clothes, just as much as he loved dressing up and posing. He had a little blond Canadian girlfriend called Lorraine, and he’d excitedly show off his new things to her. Bedding was also high on my list: Dot and I would drive to Walton-on-Thames and run amok, snapping up high-quality sheets, pillowcases and bedcovers. When I lived in the bedsit I’d only had one set of sheets, so they had had to be washed, dried, ironed and put back on by evening. If the sun hadn’t shone and the sheets weren’t dry, I had to roll up in a blanket. So, the luxury of being able to afford as many gorgeous sheets as I wanted was glorious.

John loved shopping even more than I did. Stores would open out of hours for the boys and they’d scoop up goodies in their own version of a supermarket trolley dash. John would come home like a kid laden with gifts for me, toys for Julian and clothes for himself. He bought me a beautiful Cartier gold watch and bracelet in a stunning velvet jewelry box. And he had a thing about lingerie, not just sexy black numbers but unbelievably extravagant creations, negligees that could have been worn at a society ball. We would giggle as I paraded around in them. “Shall we dance?” he would say, and we’d waltz around the bedroom. The fashion shows never lasted long in such close proximity to the bed.

I always had to be his critic or admirer when it came to the clothes he’d bought for himself. “How does this look, Cyn? Does it go better with this? Do the colors look okay together? Are the trousers too baggy? What do you think, Cyn?” A trying-on session could last hours.

Sometimes, especially when he’d been shopping with Paul, George and Ringo, he’d come home with the car boot full of toys for Julian. These were usually meant for eight- or nine-year-olds, John having forgotten, in his enthusiasm, that his son was still only two. The more complicated articles would be put away, still in their packaging, for a later date. But Julian soon learned to root them out. One day when he was just three he found a toy that required a great deal of skill to assemble. To our pride and astonishment, he had put it together in double-quick time—even though he couldn’t read the instructions. “That’s my boy,” John cried. “I couldn’t have done that myself.”

One of John’s biggest indulgences, though, was cars. When we moved into Kenwood, we bought a Rolls-Royce for the chauffeur to drive us around in. A couple of years later, as flower-power swept the nation, John had it painted in psychedelic colors. It looked fantastic, but it hardly helped us to travel incognito. When I passed my test John bought me a gorgeous little white Mini, which I loved driving. Dot and I used to take it on our shopping trips. Then one day John came in very excited, made me cover my eyes and led me outside. Standing on the drive was a gold Porsche for me. A few weeks later I got up to find the Porsche gone and in its place a red Ferrari. Now that he, too, was able to drive, John had part-exchanged my car for one for himself. Generous as he was, this impulsive act was typically thoughtless: he hadn’t stopped to consider whether I might mind, just rushed ahead. Once he’d taken a decision everyone and everything had to fall into line with it. He had little time for negotiation, considering or planning, preferring to act on impulse and hang the consequences.

Next I was given a green Volkswagen Beetle, which I enjoyed, though not as much as the Porsche. John loved taking off in his Ferrari. Unfortunately he was an appalling driver. His passengers had to suffer a hideous rollercoaster ride as violent swerves caused the car to hit the curb or mount the pavement, all at breathtaking speed.

We had lots of fun at Kenwood. When we had moved out of the attic, it was gutted and renovated and became our games area. Scalextric car racing was a big craze and John bought three sets, which were laid out as one enormous track. Anyone who came to the house, and especially Paul, George or Ringo, would be dragged upstairs, past Julian’s life-size rocking horse, into the Scalextric room for a no-holds-barred race. John was ferociously competitive and always chose what he thought was the fastest car. He and Julian would team up together against the opposition and the race would be played out amid whoops, screams and shouts of “Cheat! Your car’s been souped up. Mine’s been fixed.”

In another room in the attic a basic recording studio had been thrown together. It was usually in complete disarray—records strewn among beanbags, scribbled lyrics all over the room, recording equipment everywhere. John often disappeared there for a few hours, and later would shout downstairs, “Cyn, what are you doing? Come and listen to this.” If I didn’t get there immediately he’d shout again: “Come on, Cyn, drop whatever you’re doing, I need you NOW.”

“Yes, sir, okay, boss.” When I got to the attic John would be desperate for an audience for his new song. I would listen and comment, trying to help when he was stuck for a lyric. I loved all of John’s music, which was evolving beyond rock and roll. He was working on tracks for their fifth album, Help!, which was also to be the soundtrack to the film. John’s songs were often angry, sad or challenging, but their honesty and intensity added to their appeal. I remember him writing “You’re Going to Lose That Girl” late one night, then calling me to listen.

After hours locked away with his music I’d ask, “Fancy a bacon butty and a mug of tea?”

“Perfect, you must have read my mind,” he would say, and beam.

John’s composing never followed a pattern: he might have an idea and head for the attic at any time of day or night. I got used to him leaping out of bed in the middle of the night to write lyrics or try out a line for a song on the piano, or sitting up half the night to finish a composition. Sometimes he would play the piano for hours while I sat dress-making, keeping him company. Then there would be phone calls back and forth to Paul, as they played and sang to each other over the phone.

At other times John would get me to sing along with him. Our favorite was “Blue Moon,” but our rendition was so bad that we fell about laughing. “I know you sang solo in a choir, Cyn, but, Christ, you’ll never make it as a pop star. You’re too posh. Try and rock it up a bit. You’re not singing in church now, loosen up and try it again.”

Despite all that was going on around us, and my occasional unease about John and other women, we were a solid unit, happy together and amazed at our good fortune.

Of course it wasn’t perfect, partly because the boys were under such pressure. They were still carrying out major foreign tours every few months as well as playing regular British concerts. And on top of the live performing they were expected to produce a steady stream of three or four original singles a year and a couple of LPs—far more than any pop star today. When John was away our affection for each other intensified. He would phone as often as he could, but preferred to write—tender, funny letters, filled with anecdotes, musings and long passages telling me how much he missed me and longed to come home. In one of his letters, written on the Beatles tour of the States in August 1965, at a time when they played to a record-breaking audience of fifty-six thousand people in Shea Stadium, he wrote of his love for Julian:


I really miss him as a person now—do you know what I mean—he’s not so much “the baby” or “my baby” anymore he’s a real living part of me now—you know he’s Julian and everything and I can’t wait to see him, I miss him more than I’ve ever done before—I think it’s been a slow process my feeling like a real father! I spend hours in dressing rooms and things thinking about the times I’ve wasted not being with him—and playing with him—you know I keep thinking of those stupid bastard times when I keep reading bloody newspapers and other shit whilst he’s in the room with me and I’ve decided it’s ALL WRONG! He doesn’t see enough of me as it is and I really want him to know and love me, and miss me like I seem to be missing both of you so much.

I’ll go now cause I’m bringing myself down thinking what a thoughtless bastard I seem to be—and it’s only sort of three o’clock in the afternoon and it seems the wrong time of day to feel so emotional—I really feel like crying—it’s stupid—and I’m choking up now as I’m writing—I don’t know what’s the matter with me—it’s not the tour that’s so different from other tours—I mean I’m having lots of laughs (you know the type he! he!) but in between the laughs there’s such a drop—I mean there seems no in between feelings.

Anyway, I’m going now so that this letter doesn’t get too draggy. I love you very much.

To Cyn from John



In a P.S. he asked me to try to ring him and in another he told me to say hello to my brother Charles for him.

His letters weren’t always so reflective, but that one wasn’t unusual. He found it easier, in many ways, to say what he really meant in a letter and, as he had since the Hamburg days, he used them to tell me how he really felt. A few years later, when John and I had divorced, I sold this letter, along with several others John wrote. I was touched and delighted when, some years afterward, the owner put it up for sale again and Paul McCartney bought it. He had it framed and presented it to me and Julian as a gift. An immensely thoughtful gesture that we appreciated deeply. This particular letter evokes mixed feelings in me now. I know John loved and missed us and that he meant every word he wrote. But he didn’t change. There were periods when he tried harder with Julian, spent more time with him and got to know him better, but he was too preoccupied with other things to devote much energy to the small son who longed for his attention.

John would arrive home from tours exhausted and spend the next few days more or less asleep, which meant I had constantly to keep Julian quiet and away from our bedroom. Julian missed his father when he was away and painted endless pictures for Daddy. So when he came home Julian couldn’t wait to see him.

The rule was that at two in the afternoon John had a wake-up call and a cup of tea. Julian, who had waited impatiently all morning to see his daddy, would go in as soon as I gave the signal, and jump on John for cuddles and a chat.

It was usually several days before John was back to normality, but then he was like a tornado, wanting to know about everything he’d missed and wrestling with Julian, who shadowed his every move. He’d settle down to go through the fan mail, which by then had piled up by the sackload. Julian’s tiny fingers would be poking into everything. “Look, Julian,” John would say, “these letters are very important. They’re our bread and butter. See? This one is your breakfast, that one’s your dinner, and this one is a new guitar for Daddy.” After a while it would be, “Okay, okay, come on, let’s go for a walk in the garden and pick some flowers for Mummy,” and they’d disappear for a couple of hours.

John loved being with his son, but in short bursts. His moods could be unpredictable and at times he was intolerant and impatient with Julian. On one occasion I remember him shouting at the dinner-table because Julian was eating messily. I was livid and stormed, “If you were here more often you’d realize that this is how little boys of three eat. Now leave him alone.” I rushed upstairs in tears: the shock on Julian’s face when John had erupted at him had really upset me. But rows like that were rare. I’d learned to keep away from John if he was edgy, and Julian had too.

In the evening, while Julian played with his toys at our feet, John and I would have dinner in the den and catch up with our news. John would say over and over again how great it was to be home. “Oh, God, Cyn, this is fucking fantastic. How’s your mum? Has she bought me any more goodies? You did tell her, didn’t you, that if she sees anything really different she must buy it? It doesn’t matter how much it costs. Oh, and don’t forget we need loads of books for our bookcases. Tell Lil to buy old leather-bound ones—they look great.”

Our hall had a wall of bookcases, mainly empty, and John was happy to indulge my mother’s love of sale rooms to fill them and to acquire antiques and ornaments for the house. In particular he loved clocks, and Mum searched them out for him. “Oh, yeah, and before I forget can you ask Dot to buy a whole stack of Rice Krispies? We’re running out.” Rice Krispies, or corn flakes, was his favorite snack.

When Julian had gone to bed and Dot had gone home the house was quiet and we had a chance to unwind and reconnect. We were safe from intruders now, which made a big difference: we’d had a few nasty incidents in which fans got into the grounds or even the house—once I got up in the morning to find twenty wandering around downstairs. We had enormous sliding wooden gates installed to keep out unwanted guests. The diehard fans still camped outside the gates in all weathers, carving their names into the wood for posterity, but we felt a lot more secure.

After weeks apart, me running the household, John traveling and performing, it was wonderful to be close again and to shut out the world. That was when we shared our most affectionate moments. We’d exchange roses or loving notes and cuddle up together in front of the TV. We called these special John-and-Cyn times, and they were oases of loving peace in the madness of our world. I treasured them.
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When the announcement was made that the Beatles had been appointed MBEs there was astonishment on all fronts and uproar from pillars of the establishment. Newspapers debated the issue hotly, angry letters were written to The Times, but most of the country was delighted to see their favorite pop stars rewarded. Commonplace now, in the 1960s no pop star had ever received an honor: they were largely reserved for judges, politicians and civil servants. Once again the Beatles were breaking new ground.

The news came via a phone call from an ecstatic Brian: “John, you won’t believe this, I didn’t at first, but I’ve just had confirmation that you and the boys are to receive the MBE. Isn’t that fantastic? I have to keep pinching myself. An MBE! From the Queen! In Buckingham Palace!”

John’s reply was a little more earthy: “Fuckin’ hell, Brian, you must be fucking joking. Why? Pop stars don’t get MBEs, they’re supposed to be for ex-army, do-gooders, the establishment. Bloody hell, wait till I tell Cyn and Mimi.” John was as pleased as punch and couldn’t wait to tell everyone. Not for a moment did he consider turning it down.

A few months later the boys and Brian went to the palace for the ceremony. We wives and girlfriends would have loved to go, but the boys, knowing that the palace would be surrounded by crowds of hysterical fans, felt they would cope better alone. We watched on TV, bursting with pride.

“Mimi will have to eat her words now, Cyn, about earning a living with a guitar,” John kept saying. Mimi’s lack of pride in him still hurt. Even though he was famous and wealthy she still behaved as though he’d got lucky and that his success was nothing to do with talent and hard work. He hoped that being honored by the Queen might impress her. And it did. She was so pleased that she asked John if she could keep the MBE for him, to which he agreed. For a few years, it had pride of place on her television.

However, Mimi was no longer happy in Liverpool and complained to us every time we phoned her. She had no friends. She was being pestered by fans. Her life was intolerable. Eventually she told us she wanted to live somewhere else. “Where?” we asked. “Bournemouth,” Mimi announced. She had always wanted to live by the sea, she said, and fancied going down south. We were worried that she’d miss her sisters and their children. “Oh, that lot.” She sniffed. “I hardly ever see them anyway. They only come around when they want something.”

We agreed to find her a home in Bournemouth. She came down to stay with us at Kenwood for a few days and we arranged for a few estate agents in Dorset to send us details of properties. Mimi sifted through them for those she fancied. With a shortlist of four, we drove to Bournemouth in the Rolls. It was not an easy day. Mimi was grumpy and the first three properties were entirely wrong. But then, by some miracle, she decided that the fourth would do. It was a pretty, white luxury bungalow, built close to the beach in Poole, the next town to Bournemouth. Suddenly Mimi’s mood lifted and she was happy. She chatted all the way home. “Oh, John, thank God for that. Maybe I can have some peace now. And you can bring Julian to visit now and again. He can enjoy the sea and sand.”

John and I breathed a sigh of relief. Mimi’s house was sold for six thousand pounds and we paid twenty-five thousand for the bungalow. It was worth more than our house because it was in such a sought-after position, right on the beach. Once Mimi had settled in, during the summer of 1965, John, Julian and I went to visit her. She seemed much more at ease with herself and the world. As the sun was shining we decided to go to the beach. We put a picnic together hastily, bought buckets and spades and built sandcastles, paddled and sunbathed. John wore a large sunhat, shorts and a T-shirt and not one person on that crowded beach recognized him. It was heaven. We thought then that we had all the time in the world and would often go down to see Mimi, but sadly it was our only visit. Although we intended to go back, the demands on John were such that he didn’t see Mimi again for some years, although they talked regularly on the phone.

He continued to be enormously generous. Now that he had money he wanted to share it with his family and friends. First he bought a house for my mother, in nearby Esher. He knew that it meant a lot to me to have Mum close: I enjoyed her company when he was away and she was a great help with Julian, looking after him whenever I was out late or away with John. We decided to give her and Mimi a weekly allowance each of thirty pounds. Mum was delighted and spent most of hers buying John knick-knacks for the house or clocks for his collection. But all hell broke loose when Mimi found out that she wasn’t John’s only beneficiary. When I picked up the phone, I didn’t get beyond “Hi, Mimi,” before I was hit by a tirade: “I have just been informed that your mother is receiving the same allowance as me. I am disgusted. How dare she expect or even accept money from John? What has she done to deserve anything? Tell John when you speak to him that I am very, very annoyed.” Plonk. The phone went down before I could utter another word.

When I told him John was almost dismissive: “That’s Mimi, Cyn. She’s never satisfied. You should know that by now. Forget it.”

Another recipient of John’s generosity was his old schoolfriend Pete Shotton. Pete had played in the original Quarrymen group, although he wasn’t very musical and had dropped out early on. He and John had stayed good friends, though, and when Pete hit hard times John gave him twenty thousand pounds to open a supermarket on Hayling Island, not far from where we lived in Weybridge. He visited us regularly at Kenwood, driving me mad by turning up without letting us know in advance, then staying for a couple of days. Later on, when the Beatles formed their own company, Apple, he went to work there at John’s instigation.

Not long after we’d finished the bulk of the renovations and settled into our new home, Julia and Jacqui came to stay. They were bright pretty teenagers, thrilled to be visiting their famous big brother. Julia had finished her A levels and was planning to go to Chester College to study French, while Jacqui was planning to become a hairdresser—a career I’d quite fancied myself. We’d seen little of them since we had left Liverpool eighteen months earlier, so we planned to give them a really special time.

We sent them tickets to fly down, knowing it would be their first time in an airplane. Then we arranged for Anthony to meet them at the airport with the Rolls. When they arrived we showed them around the house. John was clearly proud of it and the girls oohed and aahed as we took them around the huge living room with its enormous sofas, the oak-paneled dining room with its chandelier, and the six bedrooms. What impressed them most was our bedroom, with its white carpets and en-suite bathroom, complete with sunken bath, Jacuzzi and his-and-hers basins.

John spent as much time as he could with them, but he had to go to the recording studio a couple of times. When that happened the girls and I went to see the London sights and do some shopping. Anthony and I took them on a magical mystery tour of London, ending up at Harvey Nichols where I told them they could choose anything they wanted. They were amazed and couldn’t quite believe I meant it, but eventually, grinning like Cheshire cats, they launched themselves into it. Clothes were tried on, discarded or drooled over.

“You can’t possibly buy this for me, Cyn, it’s far too expensive.”

“Julia, will you please shut up? I’ve told you already. Anything.” I had as much fun giving as they had choosing. I knew John would want to spoil them and it was so good to share what we had grown used to with the girls, both so good-natured, unspoiled and bowled over by it all.

Before long they had shopped themselves out and Julian was getting tired and cranky. We took him to the children’s department where, with a little help from the three of us, he tried on jeans and a polo-neck, all in black. The saleswoman, the girls, our fellow shoppers and I were all in hysterics. He posed and danced around, looking like his father—a mini Beatle. The only thing missing was a tiny guitar.

At the end of the day we drove home with the boot full of clothes for the girls. The next evening was to be their biggest treat of all: seeing their brother live on stage for the first time. The Beatles were playing at the Finsbury Park Astoria and John had arranged VIP treatment for them. They drove up to the concert in the Rolls with me and John. They were astonished by the crowds outside, the mass of screaming, fainting girls and the rows of sweating policemen holding them back. We’d come to think of all this as almost normal, but Julia and Jacqui had never seen it before and were understandably frightened, especially when we had to dash from the car, past the crowds and in through the stage door. In the dressing room the girls met the other Beatles and Mick Jagger, who’d dropped in. Soon everyone was sitting around drinking Coke and chatting, oblivious of the seething hordes outside.

John had got us seats right at the front, as close to the stage as possible—the first few rows were cordoned off so that the fans couldn’t storm the stage—but even from there we couldn’t hear much of the music because of the screaming. And as the fans pushed forward, climbing over the seats and heading for the stage, we were in danger of being trampled. A minder grabbed us and we watched the rest of the show from the wings. Afterward I took the girls home to Weybridge in the car while John went to an after-show party, which, in his role as concerned big brother, he’d decided wouldn’t be suitable for them.

A couple of days later the girls went back to Liverpool and I missed them: it had been fun playing the big sister. They were to make one more visit to us, a few months later. Then John and I took them to the Abbey Road studios to see the Beatles record “Day Tripper” and meet George Martin. I wish we’d had them to stay more often. We always thought we would, but John was so often away or recovering from being away that it was hard to find the right moment. As it was, that was to be their last stay with us and afterward we had little contact with them. Soon Julia was at college studying French, and Jacqui had started her training, but only a few months later their father, Bobby Dykin, was killed in a car crash. They had lost him in the same way that they had lost their mother. John, of all people, would have understood their pain yet, almost unbelievably, we were not told of what had happened. We didn’t hear that Bobby had died until much later. Then we discovered that Aunt Harrie had been appointed their guardian. John was very upset that his sisters had been orphaned, and suggested that we buy Harrie and Norman a house that the girls would inherit eventually. Harrie and Norman were delighted with the idea and went about finding a suitable place.

John’s intention was always that this house was for his sisters, as a nest-egg for their future, but he was always vague about finances and possessions. The house was bought and Harrie and Norman moved in, but instead of signing it over to them or to the girls, John took his accountants’ advice to keep it in his name. It created all kinds of problems for the family after his death. The same was true of the other houses he had bought. Mum’s house in Esher and Mimi’s bungalow in Poole still belonged to John’s estate, which Mimi only found out, to her consternation, after John’s death.

John’s love for his family was never in doubt, even though he allowed a distance to open between them. He adored his sisters, and Mimi always had a place in his heart. He visited her with Yoko, and I went to see her, too, in later years. He saw Harrie and the family in Liverpool before he moved to America, but after that he had little contact with them until he and Julia began to talk regularly on the phone in the months before he died. I was always fond of John’s sisters and we are still close friends today. Julia, in particular, has kept a strong connection with me over the years and I’m glad that I’ve been able to tell her how much John cared for her and Jacqui, and that he wanted Harrie’s house to go to them.

Aunt Mater remained another close friend of mine until her death in 1976. When John and I lived in Weybridge I used to catch the overnight train to Edinburgh to see her from time to time. We’d been close since the weekend when John and I had hitchhiked up to see her, and when London got a bit much for me, or John was away on tour, her home was a peaceful refuge. She was always warm and welcoming and we’d sit up late into the night, drinking her husband Bert’s whisky and talk about everything under the sun. She didn’t have Mimi’s sharpness and treated me like a daughter, bringing me breakfast in bed and cosseting me.

One family member John wasn’t happy to see was his father, Alf. One day we opened the newspapers to discover that he had turned up as a kitchen porter at the Greyhound Hotel in Hampton, south London. It seemed that he had had no idea that his son was famous—he wasn’t interested in pop music—until a colleague pointed at John’s photo in the newspaper and asked whether Alf was related to him.

Once he realized that the son he had walked out on twenty years earlier was now a millionaire, he was suddenly very interested in resuming contact. One day when John was out he turned up at Kenwood. I opened the door to find a tiny man with lank gray hair, balding on top, outside. He looked as unkempt and down-at-heel as a tramp—but, alarmingly, with John’s face.

Once I’d got over the shock of his arrival I asked him in, gave him a cup of tea and some cheese on toast and introduced him to his grandson. He told me he wanted very much to see John, so I suggested he wait: John was due back in a hour or two. I was a little anxious about John’s reaction, but felt I couldn’t shut the door in his father’s face. And I was curious about the man who’d disappeared so early on from his son’s life.

Alf and I chatted rather awkwardly for a while until, perhaps conscious of the contrast between his appearance and our home, he mentioned that his hair was a mess. I’d always enjoyed hairdressing—I used to do Mum’s when we lived together—so I was itching to take the scissors to Alf’s long, stringy locks. He agreed quite happily to let me cut it, so I did my best to make him look more presentable. A couple of hours later, with no sign of John, he went on his way.

John was annoyed when I told him about Alf’s visit. He told me they’d met briefly a few weeks earlier when he’d turned up in John’s dressing room one day on the set of the Beatles second film, Help! He had been brought along by a newspaper reporter, hoping to run the scoop of a Beatle reuniting with his long-lost dad. Shocked John was furious with the reporter, and had just wanted Alf to go away. I was surprised he hadn’t mentioned it to me, but I knew what a sensitive issue John’s father was for him. John had pushed the incident to the back of his mind.

Over the next few months he began to see his father and they became friendly, although John always had mixed feelings about their relationship. He knew that Alf was probably gold-digging, but he was his father and perhaps a small part of John still hoped for a father-son relationship. “He’s all right, Cyn. He’s a bit wacky, like me,” he told me once. “I can see where I got it.” It meant a lot to him to see parts of himself in his father and to know where he came from.

At Christmas 1965, we heard that Alf had made a record, under the trendier name of Fred Lennon. “That’s My Life (My Love and My Home)” was awful, and hugely embarrassing to John, who was furious at his father’s blatant jump onto the bandwagon of his own success. He asked Brian to do anything he could to stop it. Whether Brian did or not I don’t know, but the record never made it into the charts and soon disappeared.

Alf’s next stunt was to turn up with a girlfriend young enough to be his granddaughter. Pauline was nineteen and a student, and he was fifty-six. They swore they were in love, and despite the opposition of Pauline’s horrified mother, they intended to get married. Alf asked us if we could give Pauline a job so we agreed that she could help with the fan mail and secretarial work. She lived with us for a few months but it was a nightmare. She was constantly in tears and arguing with her mother over Alf. She slept in the attic and we’d hear her screaming down the phone and sobbing up there. Eventually she and Alf decided to give up trying to persuade her parents and they eloped to Gretna Green. They stayed together until Alf’s death, a decade later. They had two sons, John’s half-brothers, but we never met them. I believe Alf turned up to see John again after we had parted, and that John told him to get lost. I do know they spoke on the phone before Alf died, so I hope that John made his peace with the father who let him down so badly.

The biggest change in our lives during this time, and the biggest single factor that led to our break-up, was John’s deepening interest in drugs. All of the Beatles had been smoking cannabis for a couple of years when we were introduced to LSD: at that time most people in music circles smoked marijuana—and I didn’t object to John using it. He’d get the giggles, the munchies and appear a bit spaced out, but it soon wore off with no ill-effects. I felt it helped him to relax after working for twelve or fifteen hours at a stretch. But the effects of LSD were very different. At a dinner party we’d gone to with George and Patti, with a friend of theirs and his wife, the host spiked our drinks with it. I never forgave him for giving us a drug without our knowledge, although no doubt he thought it hip and harmless. A lot of people then were discovering LSD and enthused about it.

Shortly after the meal we began to feel very odd. The room swam and at first I wondered if I had food poisoning. We had no idea what was going on until our laughing hosts enlightened us. We were all so frightened that we rushed straight out of the house, desperate to get home. George had driven us there in his brand new Mini, so we piled in and he attempted to drive us home. The trouble was we were in central London, a good hour from home, and George had no idea which way up the world was.

God knows how he made it, but after we had gone around in circles for what seemed like hours we eventually arrived at George and Patti’s home. John and I weren’t capable of getting back to Kenwood from there, so the four of us sat up for the rest of the night as the walls moved, the plants talked, other people looked like ghouls and time stood still. It was horrific: I hated the lack of control and not knowing what was going on or what would happen next.

The next day John and I made our way home wearily and fell into bed to catch up on the sleep we’d missed. I dismissed the incident as a foolish prank that had convinced me I never wanted to try hard drugs again. But John felt differently: although he’d been as shocked and scared as the rest of us, he was also fascinated. He had enjoyed the lack of control and the weirdness. What for me had been the end was for him only the beginning. He decided to give it another try.

In the following months John took LSD regularly. He was hungry for new experiences and never afraid to experiment. George had found it fascinating too and he also took it again, as did Paul and Ringo, but John felt it gave his life a whole new dimension. The other Beatles were much more cautious, but John threw himself into it with abandon, convinced that this was the way to greater enlightenment, creativity and happiness.

When John was tripping I felt as if I was living with a stranger. He would be distant, so spaced-out that he couldn’t talk to me coherently. I hated that, and I hated the fact that LSD was pulling him away from me. I wouldn’t take it with him so he found others who would. Within weeks of his first trip, John was taking LSD daily and I became more and more worried. I couldn’t reach him when he was tripping, but when the effects wore off he would be normal until he took it again.

Initially John’s drug-taking didn’t make a big impact on his work. He took the LSD after recording sessions and concerts, not during them. Later, his drug-taking filtered through into his song writing, but at this stage his work seemed unaffected.

Soon he was bringing home a ragged assortment of people he’d met through drugs. After a clubbing session he’d pile in with anyone he’d picked up during the evening, whether he knew them or not. They were all high and littered our house for hours, sometimes days on end. They’d wander around glassy-eyed, crash out on the sofas, beds and floors, then eat whatever they could find in the kitchen. John was an essentially private man, but under the influence of drugs he was vulnerable to anyone and everyone who wanted to take advantage of him.

I knew I couldn’t go on like that indefinitely. Our house was being invaded by people I neither liked nor wanted to know. I was afraid for Julian and myself. I didn’t want to hear loud music all night, or pick my way through semiconscious bodies when I brought my son down for his breakfast. But every effort I made to put an end to it was met by a brick wall. A gulf was opening between me and John and I had no idea how to bridge it. Was this a phase I had to ride out, or was it the beginning of the end? I wasn’t going to give up on my marriage without trying everything I could, but I couldn’t live with a man who was constantly in another dimension.

John hated the distance it put between us too, but his solution was for me to join him. He did everything he could to persuade me to take LSD again. “Cyn, you know how much I love you. I wouldn’t let anything bad happen to you. We could both benefit from the trip. It would bring us even closer together,” he begged. “Please, Cyn, I know if we do it with people we love and trust you’ll be amazed how wonderful it is.”

Finally, I agreed. I felt I should give it another try because I wanted to understand what appealed to him so much about it. We set a date and I arranged for Julian to stay with Dot and her family over the weekend. John, who was ecstatic that I’d agreed, spent hours trying to reassure me—he knew I was terrified.

I dreaded it. John had arranged for a group of friends to come over to “support” me, and first to arrive was Terry Doran, an old friend of ours from Liverpool who now worked for Brian. After him came George and Patti and her modeling friend Marie Lise (who was later to be film star John Hurt’s great love and died after she fell off a horse). A few more of John’s friends arrived, faces I only half knew. We lit candles, put on music and passed around the Scotch and Coke. This was very much “Mission Cynthia”: they were all there to ease me into the joys of LSD, but none had any idea of my panic. I wondered how I would be given the drug. Would it be pills or sugar cubes (a popular way of taking LSD)? Then I realized I had already been given it, probably in my drink, so that I wouldn’t refuse at the last minute.

Feeling strange, I went to the nearest loo, which was off the hall. I looked in the mirror—and saw my own skeleton. The vision kept moving, changing from a blurred prism of me to a grinning skeleton. I was transfixed. The next thing I remember was hearing John’s voice: “Cyn, are you okay? Come on, Cyn, you’ll be fine, nothing will hurt you. Terry and I are here. You’re safe.” His arm was around me as he guided me into the den where I began to feel safer, until Terry said something to me and immediately transformed into a snake, then an alligator. His voice emanated from a monster that kept moving toward me, every scale on its body shining, glistening and changing color. I thought I was in hell. I couldn’t look at anything without it changing its form and color—even the carpet seemed to be breathing.

As I wandered around trying to fix on something tangible, the cat followed me. She became multi-faceted, multi-colored. Her fur seemed to move in time to the constant beat of the music. The laughter of the people in the living room rang out like Big Ben, then echoed on and on into infinity. I felt arms around me. I heard words of love and comfort. Then I was lost again. I couldn’t function on any normal level.

As the drug wore off I was aware of periods of lucidity when I was spoken to gently and my cheeks were kissed. Slowly I came back to earth. All the others were coming down, too, and they were hugging and kissing, telling each other how wonderful it all was and how much they loved each other.

Touched as I was by the warmth, my first coherent thought was that this was not for me. I didn’t want false intimacy with people I didn’t know well, and who didn’t know me. And I didn’t want drugs. To me they were terrifying and dangerous. I didn’t want to tamper with my sanity. Much as I loved John, I knew I couldn’t follow in that direction. I wanted calm, clear thought. I wanted to be there for my son.

After that episode I had to tell John the truth he didn’t want to hear. He accepted my decision and didn’t try to persuade me again, but he carried on doing drugs, as he had before, with others or on his own. And I did my best to accept it, hoping that eventually he would tire of it.

A small incident around this time, though, made me only too aware of the damaging effect that drugs had on John, and on our relationship. I told him I wanted to paint again. I’d put my career ambitions and love of art on hold since our marriage and I was longing to do something of my own. John was full of encouragement so one day I decided to paint the surround of the white TV we had in the sunroom. There was a yellow chaise-longue in there that Aunt Mater had given us and the walls were covered with mad posters, photos and other paraphernalia. John would lie on the chaise-longue daydreaming, and we often had breakfast in there.

While John was in the recording studio I spent hours painting a detailed floral design around the TV. I finished late that evening, delighted with what I’d done. I couldn’t wait to show it to John.

The following morning I was up with Julian, about to give him his breakfast, when I glanced at my artwork. I could hardly believe what I saw. It was completely covered with circular stickers that read, “Milk Is Good for You.” John had come in during the early hours, high on drugs, and destroyed my efforts. I was shaken and hurt. Did he not want me to have anything for myself? Was he so determined to have my total attention focused on him? Or was he simply so stoned that he hadn’t realized what he was doing?

I chose not to say anything to him about it. I knew he’d done it under the influence of drugs, drink or both and I didn’t want to hear him dismiss my efforts as unimportant or make excuses. I decided I’d rather keep my pain to myself. With hindsight, I should have spoken up but, like John, I hated confrontation or arguing. I think our mutual failure to address or resolve painful issues was a major factor in the eventual breakdown of our marriage. We both had the ability to sit on our feelings, but they inevitably resurfaced as resentment. I have no doubt that it would have made us stronger as a couple if we’d been able to deal with incidents like this more openly. But at the time I could only take what felt like the best path.

A few weeks later I tried LSD for the last time. Brian was having a party at the country house he’d bought in Sussex and John and I traveled down in the Rolls with a group of friends. On the journey everyone took LSD and I, against my better judgment but carried away by the jolly atmosphere in the car, decided to join in. Again, it was an awful mistake.

At Brian’s house I followed John around, hoping he would comfort me as I went through what was, for me, a horrible experience. But he was not in a good mood: he glared at me and treated me as if I were a stranger. I felt desolate. Upstairs I found an open bedroom window and contemplated jumping out. For a few minutes, ending it all seemed like an easy solution: a chasm had opened between John and me, and I had no idea how to bring us back together.

Someone called my name, I turned back into the room and the fleeting thought passed. But I was low. For the first time I had to consider the very real possibility that my marriage might not survive.
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After three years of nonstop touring, recording and performing, John, Paul, George and Ringo were exhausted, both mentally and physically. During that time they had spent months on the road, doing three major foreign tours a year and performing night after night to countless thousands of fans. They had sung the same songs over and over again to screaming audiences who could barely hear them, and they’d had enough.

On top of this they’d been writing and recording several singles a year plus their LPs, and they had made two films. Help!, which had its premiere in July 1965, had been almost as successful as A Hard Day’s Night and the boys had hoped to follow it with a third, but their schedule was just too packed to allow for it. Faced with the prospect of continuing this constant output for another year it was clear that something had to go, so they decided to stop performing live. Instead they would concentrate on recording, filming and other new projects, and allow themselves a much-needed rest.

Before they flew to the States for what would be their final tour they went to Germany, where they received a huge welcome in Hamburg, then on to Tokyo and the Philippines.

John was happy when the decision had been taken that they would stop performing, He was worn out and had reached the point where all he wanted was to be at home without anyone bothering him. Also, the Beatles had become a magnet for the sick and disabled on their tours, which bothered John. Queues of people in wheelchairs, on crutches, or with learning difficulties, plus their helpers, formed outside the boys’ dressing rooms at most of their appearances. John had always reacted badly to disability so for him this was little short of a nightmare. In our student days he’d mocked the disabled and drawn ghoulish cartoons of cripples. For some reason disability terrified him, though he could never admit it. It made him feel inadequate and guilty. The end of performing would also mean the end of this particular discomfort.

In any case, he had always been more interested in writing and recording. He much preferred working alone or with the other Beatles and a handful of talented technicians and producers. The concerts had long since lost any interest for him: he felt the Beatles were like four performing monkeys, steered on and off stage for the crowds to yell at. There was nothing creative in performing, and although he knew they would be pilloried for walking away from it, he couldn’t wait to do just that.

I was optimistic too: the end of touring meant that John would be at home much more and we could be together as a family. It would make a tremendous difference to Julian to have his dad around. I also hoped that, with fewer pressures, John might cut back on his drug-taking. I longed to have the old John back, with the closeness we used to share. Before leaving on tour he confided how much he was looking forward to being at home, a proper dad to Julian, and having time for us as a couple. We agreed that in the future when he went away—he was thinking of making more films, which might involve going abroad—Julian and I would go with him as often as possible.

Happier than I’d been for months and full of plans and dreams, I decided to go on holiday with Mum and Julian while John was away. Mum suggested Pesaro in Italy: she’d been there before, to a friendly family-run hotel. “No one will know you,” she said. “You can have a real break.” Unfortunately the Italian press were on to us before we even reached the hotel. Magazines across Italy ran pictures of me carrying three-year-old Julian from one airplane to the next when we changed flights. From then on every time we went to the beach we were surrounded by crowds of people all wanting to kiss and hold the “Beatle bambino.” Poor Julian was terrified—I had to whisk him away and hide in the hotel. The family who ran it, the Bassaninis, did their best to protect us, taking us out of the back entrance to cozy little restaurants where they knew we wouldn’t be bothered. They were so kind that we promised to come back one day when all the Beatle madness had died down.

We got home in early July around the same time as John. He was incredibly happy to see us and we had a loving reunion, but preparations began almost immediately for the final U.S. tour in August. A few months earlier John had given a long interview to Maureen Cleave, a journalist for the London Evening Standard. She was a friend of his and it was perhaps because of this that he let down his guard and said: “Christianity will go. It will vanish and shrink. I needn’t argue with that; I’m right and I will be proved right. We’re more popular than Jesus now; I don’t know which will go first—rock ‘n’ roll or Christianity. Jesus was all right but his disciples were thick and ordinary. It’s them twisting it that ruins it for me.” It was a spur-of-the-moment comment and he didn’t necessarily expect anyone else to agree with it, but he’d been asked for his opinion and gave it. He knew it was a controversial thing to say, but he had never shied away from saying what he thought because others might not like it.

When the interview was published in March, there was no fuss and neither John nor anyone around him thought any more of it. But at the end of July America’s Databook magazine republished it. His comment that the Beatles were more popular than Christ was picked up by the American media and all hell broke loose.

Within days Beatles music was being banned on radio stations across the States, commentators were expressing outrage and America’s Bible Belt was up in arms. From the States the outrage spread around the world. John received hate mail by the sackload, although he also had plenty of letters agreeing with him or offering support. We’d divide the letters into “for” and “against” piles each day and he’d ask me which was bigger. He was bemused and shaken, unable to understand why so many people thought what he’d said was so important.

The psychics’ warnings were almost worse. We received dire predictions of plane crashes and other horrendous happenings, but only one made a real impact on John. Unlike the others, it wasn’t hostile or angry: that John would be shot while he was in the States. When he left on the tour he was frightened and downcast. He had never meant to provoke so much anger and hatred for stating what he saw as the truth. I was frightened too, and if I could have stopped him going I would have. We parted wondering whether it was our last good-bye and clung tearfully to each other.

Throughout the tour I held my breath, watched every TV report, kept in touch with Brian’s office and talked to John whenever he could get to a phone to call me. At the beginning of the tour he apologized reluctantly for his remark. Apology was never John’s style, especially when he’d meant what he said, but Brian and the others persuaded him that it would be in everyone’s interest if he did.

Despite the furor, the boys’ concerts were all sold out and on August 29 they gave their last live performance ever, in Candlestick Park, San Francisco, to an ecstatic crowd. A day later John arrived home, relieved that it was all over, and so exhausted that he slept for two whole days.

Relieved as all the boys were to stop touring and performing, they also found themselves at a bit of a loss. Of course they would continue making records but, once they’d had a rest, what else were they going to do? Gradually they started to move in different directions and develop their own interests. For Ringo it was an opportunity to spend more time with his family. In those days he was always the most family-oriented of the boys, and liked nothing better than chilling out at home with his wife and baby. Paul and George wanted to travel. Paul decided to journey across Africa with Jane, while George and Patti headed for India. George had had a growing interest in Indian music ever since he’d picked up a sitar on the set of A Hard Day’s Night. He wanted to find out more about it, and about Indian spiritual beliefs.

John accepted a part in a film called How I Won the War. He was attracted by the antiwar theme, and as he’d loved being involved in the two films the Beatles had made he wondered if his future lay in that direction. It was his first opportunity to be a straight actor and he was excited and nervous about it. Shooting was to take place in Germany and then Spain, in the seaside town of Almería. He promised that Julian and I could join him there as soon as he’d settled into filming. We flew out a couple of weeks later to the villa he was renting with the actor Michael Crawford, his wife Gabrielle, their baby and the nanny.

For the role of Private Gripweed John’s long hair was cut short and he was given small, round National Health “granny” glasses. Over the past few years he had been trying to cope with contact lenses, at least in public, but on more than one occasion fans had thrown jellybeans onto the stage—a custom that had been established after George had mentioned he liked them. One had hit John in the face and knocked out a lens, leaving him in considerable pain. Also, in those days lenses were made of thick glass and he found them uncomfortable. He loved the National Health specs and decided to stick with them and give up his lenses. Thus John’s trademark look was born.

I loved being in Spain and watching the filming, but the villa we were staying in was damp and tatty. When Maureen and Ringo flew out to join us for a holiday it was the excuse we needed to find somewhere better. We searched out a vast villa with its own pool—we were told it had once been a convent. No sooner had we moved in than we discovered the place was haunted. Lights would keep going off, objects would move mysteriously and we all felt a strange presence. We planned a party to cheer the place up, but halfway through the evening the electricity was cut off and a huge storm blew up. As thunder and lightning raged outside, we lit dozens of candles in the huge main room. In the flickering candlelight the atmosphere softened and someone began to sing. Everyone joined in and the most beautiful, melodious sound filled the air. It was as though we were totally in harmony, musically and spiritually. After half an hour the lights suddenly came back on and the spell was broken, but it was easy to believe that we had been guided in our song by the spirits of the nuns who had once lived there.

The film was a success and John received good reviews. Director and producer Richard Lester told him he would make a fine actor, but although John had enjoyed the acting, he loathed learning lines and all the waiting around that is inevitable on film sets. He decided to stick with music: it was where his heart still lay and he spent long hours in the attic studio composing new songs.

I was glad he was being creative, but his drug-taking hadn’t stopped and too often he was lost to me. Still, I clung to the times when he was his old self, hoping that the real, loving John would return. One morning at breakfast he pointed out an article in the newspaper to me. It was about a Japanese artist, Yoko Ono, who had made a film that consisted of close-up shots of people’s bottoms. “Cyn, you’ve got to look at this. It must be a joke. Christ, what next? She can’t be serious!” We laughed and shook our heads. “Mad,” John said. “She must be off her rocker.” I had to agree. We had no understanding at all of avant-garde art or conceptualism at that point and the newspaper went into the bin. We didn’t discuss Yoko Ono again until one night when we were lying in bed, reading, I asked John what his book was. It was called Grapefruit and looked very short. “Oh, something that weird artist woman sent me,” he said.

“I didn’t know you’d met her.”

John looked up. “Yeah, I went to her exhibition, John Dunbar asked me. It was nutty.” John Dunbar, ex-husband of Mick Jagger’s girlfriend Marianne Faithfull, was a friend of his who owned a small art gallery in central London, the Indica. It wasn’t unusual for John Dunbar to invite friends to one of his exhibitions. I didn’t think any more about it.

I didn’t know then that Yoko was beginning a determined pursuit of John. She wrote John many letters and cards over the next few months, but I knew nothing about them at the time, or that she had even come to our house looking for him several times. On those occasions neither John nor I was at home and Dot, assuming she was just another fan, hadn’t thought to tell me. Whether John knew or not, I have no idea.

What I did know was that John and I weren’t as close as we had once been and I desperately wanted that closeness back. My confidence, never great, was hitting a real low. Sifting through old press pictures in an effort to work out why I so seldom felt good about myself, I decided the problem was my nose. I had a strong Roman nose, like my father’s, with a pronounced bump in the middle. If it had been small and straight, like my mother’s and my brothers’, I reasoned, everything would have been different. Of course, some part of me knew this was silly, but I was desperate to blame my troubles on something I could resolve, which would make things better with John. If the problem was my nose, well, I could change it.

John thought I was being ridiculous when I told him I wanted to have cosmetic surgery, but said that I could go ahead. “Don’t come crying to me if they mess it up,” he added.

When the time came for the operation I was convinced I’d get a whole new personality—bubbly, confident and sexy—to go with my new nose, and checked into the London Clinic. Afterward, as I lay there with my nose heavily bandaged, a bunch of red roses arrived with a card that read, “A nose by any other name. Love from John and Julian.”

When the bandages came off a few days later I was terrified that my vanity would have led to disaster and I’d have a monstrously deformed nose. But when I found the courage to look at it I was overjoyed. The small, bump-free, pretty nose I’d always wanted was mine at last. I knew I’d never regret having the surgery.

I thought I looked completely different but when I went home, no one noticed. Not Julian, not my friends. “Haven’t you noticed anything different about me?” I’d ask, only to have them floundering around for an answer. “New glasses?” ventured one, while another tried, “Haircut?” My conclusion was that if they didn’t notice it, I must have the perfect nose for my face. And John? He was fascinated by it, but still thought I was mad to have bothered.

In February 1967 the Beatles released “Strawberry Fields Forever” (by John) and “Penny Lane” (by Paul), the double A side about their old haunts in Liverpool. Penny Lane had been a central area, almost like a little village, close to John’s, Paul’s and George’s homes. They often met, shopped or caught the bus there. Strawberry Field was the name of a children’s home in Woolton, close to Mimi’s house. John had passed its red sandstone walls many times and loved the name.

The single reached number one, but it was the first to fail to go straight to the top since “Please Please Me.” Were they slipping? Was it the fans’ reaction to the end of live performing? We could only wait and see.

For the next few months the four worked hard in the studio and the result, in the summer, was a new album, Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. Some of the tracks on it referred to, or were written under the influence of, drugs, but its flowery, dreamy style perfectly suited the mood of the nation. It was the midst of the flower-power era, when hippies, flowers, love and peace were the themes. Psychedelia was everywhere, miniskirts were in vogue, and everyone headed for Carnaby Street, the hippie fashion mecca, for a caftan or a string of love beads.

Sgt. Pepper included one track that everyone was convinced John had written about an LSD trip—“Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds.” In fact, the title was Julian’s: he had come home from school with a painting of his friend Lucy. When John asked him what was in it, he’d said, “It’s Lucy in the sky with diamonds.” John, of course, loved this way-out and completely innocent description, straight from his son’s unfettered imagination.

At this point he had been at home with us for nine months and I was having to face the fact that things between us were no better. John was still taking drugs almost daily and was unconnected, distant, moody and unpredictable. I was having to look after Julian and keep the house running on my own. John was in another world.

At the launch party for Sgt. Pepper, John was high and the journalist Ray Coleman, who later wrote a biography of him, was seriously worried about his health when he met him that night. Not only was John clearly drugged, he was smoking and drinking heavily, and looked haggard, old and ill; his eyes were glazed and his speech was slurred. Ray had mentioned his concern to Brian, who had replied, “Don’t worry, he’s a survivor.”

I, too, was worried about John’s health: the drugs had ruined his appetite and he did indeed look terrible. I feared he might kill himself. John had always had the potential to self-destruct and now he seemed hell-bent on fulfilling it.

I found it hard to understand his attraction to drugs. Was it a way of blotting out the pain of his childhood? It seemed to me that, initially, success had done that. In the first couple of years, as the Beatles soared, John had been on a high and his confidence had blossomed. But eventually the fame and idolizing had become too much, and I believe he had turned to drugs to escape. He soon became addicted to them.

The chasm between us was widening. I still wanted a stable family life and a loving relationship with John, but he was restless. With the end of live performing, he was looking for something else to give direction to his life. I knew that, despite the barrier the drugs had placed between us, John still loved me. In his lucid moments he would put his arms around me and tell me so. But although he cared deeply for Julian and me, his addiction to drugs would keep him away from us. And he was most definitely addicted. I knew that he would have to make a determined effort—and needed powerful motivation—to give up now.

Almost miraculously, the motivation appeared in the form of the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi. In the midst of this summer of flower-power, George and Patti had become absorbed in Indian spiritual beliefs. Patti had been trying to teach herself to meditate but was finding it hard going until she went to a lecture about transcendental meditation at Caxton Hall, held by the Spiritual Regeneration Movement. She decided to join, and in August she heard that the movement’s leader, the Maharishi, was coming from India to run a summer conference in Bangor, north Wales. A couple of days before the conference he would speak at the Hilton. George and she decided to go, and urged us all to join them. I stayed at home, but John went, with George, Patti, Paul, Jane and Ringo.

When he came home he was excited. “It’s fantastic stuff, Cyn, the meditation’s so simple and it’s life-changing.” Along with the others he’d been bowled over by the Maharishi’s charisma and his promises of Nirvana. The Maharishi had invited the Beatles to go to his Bangor conference, which was to last ten days, beginning on the August Bank Holiday weekend. John was keen and I was happy to go along and find out what it was all about. George, Patti, her sister Jennie and Paul were all going. Ringo decided at the last minute that he’d come too. Maureen had just given birth to their second son, Jason, and was still in the hospital. Also along for the ride was a young Greek, Alex Mardas: he’d been introduced to us by John Dunbar, who thought his electronics expertise might be useful to the Beatles. He soon became known as Magic Alex and joined the Beatles’ inner circle, making himself indispensable both in and out of the studio.

The Maharishi was anti-drugs and had explained that through meditation you could reach a natural high as powerful as any drugs could induce. John loved this idea and was already talking about enlightenment, cosmic awareness and doing without drugs. So, I was all for the Maharishi’s message. Perhaps this was the change of direction John had been looking for, and perhaps this time I could share it with him.

The lecture took place on a Thursday evening. On the Friday I arranged for Julian to go to Dot’s for the weekend and packed our bags. On Saturday we set off to catch the train to Bangor from London’s Euston station. As well as the Beatles party, Mick Jagger and Marianne Faithfull were coming. We were all to travel on the same train as the Maharishi’s party, with the inevitable pack of photographers and reporters who’d got wind of the Beatles’ wacky new interest.

It was the first time the Beatles had traveled anywhere together without Brian and their roadies, Neil and Mal, for several years. Brian knew about it and had said he might join us after the weekend. John was like an excited schoolboy, but also nervous. Going somewhere without Brian, Neil and Mal was, he said, “like walking around without your trousers on.” Even in Spain for the film shoot he’d had Neil along to attend to his every need.

It was a bright, sunny morning when we set off. I was ready early, but Patti, George, and Ringo were coming in our car, and were late. By the time Anthony drew up at the station entrance we were cutting it fine and had five minutes to catch the train. John leapt out of the car with the others and ran for the platform—leaving me to follow with our bags. It was the result of years in which he’d taken it for granted that others would see to all the details. I followed him as fast as I could. The station was mayhem, with fans, reporters, police and passengers all milling around. I struggled to push my way through, but when I got to the platform my way was barred by a huge policeman who, unaware that I was with the Beatles party, said, “Sorry, love, too late, the train’s going,” and pushed me aside.

I shouted for someone to help. John poked his head out of the train window, saw what was happening and yelled, “Tell him you’re with us! Tell him to let you on.”

It was too late. The train was already pulling away from the platform and I was left standing with our bags, tears pouring down my cheeks. It was horribly embarrassing. Reporters were crowding around me, flashbulbs were popping and I felt a complete fool. Peter Brown, Brian’s assistant, had come to see us off: he put his arm around me and said he’d make sure I got to Bangor by car, “You’ll probably get there before the train,” he assured me, anxious to cheer me up.

But what neither he nor anyone else knew was that my tears were not simply about the missed train. I was crying because the incident seemed symbolic of what was happening to my marriage. John was on the train, speeding into the future, and I was left behind. As I stood there, watching the train disappear into the distance, I felt certain that the loneliness I was experiencing on that platform would become permanent one day.

Neil Aspinall drove me to Bangor. It took about six hours and our journey was peaceful and easy, unlike the media circus aboard the train. But as I stared out of the window at the glorious countryside my heart was full of fear. What next for me and John?

We arrived quietly, shortly after the others had been greeted by screaming crowds and even more press at the station. Bangor, a small seaside town, can’t have known what hit it. I was greeted with hugs and kisses from the others and admonishments from John. “Why are you always last, Cyn? How on earth did you manage to miss that train?”

“Perhaps if you hadn’t left me to carry the bags, darling, I’d have made it,” I told him. How dare he tick me off, when he’d been so thoughtless? But I swallowed my feelings, as I had many times before. As ever, I didn’t want a row, and especially not with all the others about. It was another moment when I should have been more assertive with John. I let him get away with an awful lot.

We were all staying in dormitories at a large training college, along with a couple of hundred other followers of the Maharishi. Our room was basic, with bunk beds and simple chests of drawers. John was amused. “It’s different, isn’t it?” he said. It was.

At this point Mick and Marianne sauntered in, looking bewildered. “Hey, John, what’s happening? Where do we go from here?”

“Back to school.” John laughed.

The introductory seminar was held half an hour later in the main hall. It was an incongruous mix of the Maharishi’s regular devotees joined by the psychedelically clad pop-star elite, all sitting cross-legged on the bare wooden floor. Marianne, next to me, whispered that she’d just started her period and did I have anything with me? Fortunately I did. I liked her: she was sweet and seemed too fragile for the world of drugs and rock.

That afternoon the Beatles held a press conference renouncing the use of drugs, in keeping with the Maharishi’s teachings. Only a month earlier they, along with a string of other pop stars, had taken a full-page ad in The Times stating that the law on marijuana was unworkable and immoral. Paul had admitted publicly that he had tried LSD, and it was well known that the others had too. Now all that was turned on its head. The press was wildly excited.

But the boys’ announcement had barely hit the newsstands when it was overtaken by news of an appalling tragedy. As we were heading back to our room, a reporter told us that Brian Epstein, who had steered the Beatles for the past six years, had been found dead.
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I knew that things would never be the same again. The disbelief and horror we felt was overwhelming. I watched the blood drain from John’s face. Brian had been at the heart of the Beatles’ lives for what seemed so long. The six years we had known him felt far longer because of the huge events that had taken place during that time. For the Beatles and their families, Brian had been guide, mentor, friend, big brother and father figure. He was generous and thoughtful, as well as an astute businessman. He’d orchestrated the Beatles’ rise to unprecedented fame and success, and along the way he’d seen to everything—from our wedding to Julian’s first pram, our house moves, social lives, birthdays and anniversaries. To John, even more than to Paul, George and Ringo, Brian had been a true friend. He and John had thought of each other with mutual respect, admiration and affection.

The details we had at that point were sketchy: it had been a suspected overdose—it was possible that Brian had killed himself. This was horrific. Not only had he died at the age of just thirty-two, but in circumstances that meant there would have to be an investigation. The press would be slavering for sordid details. As the reporters gathered at the college entrance John and I fled to our room. We put our arms round each other and wept. At that moment we were almost painfully close: shock and loss bound us tightly together. “Christ, Cyn, what are we going to do?” John said. I was in no state to provide an answer.

The press wouldn’t leave until someone came out and gave a statement. The others came to our room to talk about who should speak on their behalf. John said he’d do it, and stumbled toward the mêlée of lenses. He was hit by a barrage of questions.

“Yes, I’ve just heard.” He could hardly speak.

“No, I don’t know.”

“Yes, it’s terrible.” His face was ashen. “Sorry, but I’ve got to go now.”

He came back to our room and we all went to gather in the hall, away from the clamor of the press. The silence was oppressive. None of us could speak. We all felt numb, traumatized by the news.

The sun was shining when the Maharishi’s chief devotee arrived to summon us to his presence. We got to his quarters and walked, heads bowed, into an unbelievably beautiful room full of flowers and color. Everything seemed to shimmer, including the Maharishi, who sat yoga-style in the center. He asked us to sit down on the floor and talked to us for the next few minutes about life’s journey, reincarnation, release from pain and this life being a stepping-stone to the next. He said that Brian’s spirit was with us and that for him to have an easy passage we must be joyful for him, laugh and be happy, because negative feelings would hold him back.

The Maharishi’s words helped us all to feel a little less bleak and we made a huge effort to be cheerful for Brian’s sake. Some elements of the press, catching the Beatles smiling after Brian had died, interpreted this as callousness. But that was the opposite of the truth: John and the others were devastated, their smiles an attempt to do something loving for Brian.

That afternoon we drove home. In the car John and I held hands, trying to give each other strength. Every now and then John would mutter, “Oh, Christ, why? Why, Brian? I just can’t get it into my head.” He was as low as he had been after Stuart’s death, and Brian’s passing was yet another sudden loss. For the Beatles, it was the end of a hugely important chapter in their lives.

To the world Brian had had everything. Young, good-looking and successful, he had made the Beatles, he had a stable of other artists, legions of well-placed friends, two homes and every luxury money could buy. Why would he want to die? But those of us who knew him well were aware that there was far more to Brian. He was a complex and insecure man. Although he had had lovers, he had never found what he longed for: a stable, loving relationship. He flitted from one scene to another, always hovering on the outside. His loneliness was almost tangible, Even with the Beatles Brian had been an outsider. He loved them dearly, but they all had partners and families and, in many ways, looked up to him. He had remained apart from them.

We had to wait twelve days for the inquest to announce a verdict on Brian’s death. When we heard it had been accidental, we wept with relief. But a picture of Brian’s last days emerged that left us sad and guilty. After the Beatles had stopped touring a year earlier, they had had less day-to-day contact with Brian. A large part of his job had been organizing their appearances and tours, so although he was still their manager and there was still regular contact between them, it was not at the same level. Of course, he had other acts to manage, but the Beatles were always his raison d’être. The end of touring had evidently left a hole in his life. In addition, none of us had known how prone to depression Brian was. It seems he had suffered from depressive episodes for many years, and he had been depressed during the months before he died. Latterly he had rarely got up before lunchtime. Sometimes he went into his office in the afternoon, but more often he didn’t and his work had suffered. Just over a month before his death his father, Harry, had died, which might have fueled his depression. His mother, Queenie, had been staying with him recently and he’d made a huge effort to comfort and reassure her, getting up to have breakfast with her, then spending a normal day in the office and coming home to her in the evening. She had left on the Thursday, three days before Brian died. He had planned to spend that Bank Holiday weekend at his country house with friends, but when most of them had to cancel he had driven back to London late in the evening. His body had been found the next day, when the live-in couple who worked for him, Antonio and Maria, had become worried. His bedroom door had been locked, so they had called his secretary, then a doctor. Eventually the door was forced and he was found dead in his bed.

The police had discovered seventeen bottles of pills in Brian’s house. He had been on large quantities of antidepressants and sleeping pills for some time. He was taking more of them than he was supposed to and died not from a massive overdose but from a series of smaller, unintentional ones that had led to a build-up of drugs in his system. The conclusion was that he had been careless in taking the drugs, but had not intended to kill himself. We were certain that that was right. Apart from anything else, Brian would never have put his beloved mother through more grief so soon after the loss of his father.

His body was returned to his home in Liverpool, where his funeral took place, quietly and privately. The Beatles didn’t attend because the family didn’t want the attention their presence would attract. Instead, in October, we all went to his memorial service, at the New London Synagogue in St. John’s Wood, not far from the EMI studio. It was a memorable, moving occasion, a tribute to a man we had loved and would never forget.

Peter Brown, Brian’s personal assistant, who had previously worked for him in Liverpool, took over Brian’s office and did his best to deal with the business side of things, but the Beatles were unsure what to do next.

The result was that they moved in two new directions. In the absence of a manager they decided to form a company, Apple, to bring all their business affairs under one roof and to expand into new areas. The idea was that they’d have their own record label as well as all sorts of other enterprises. They bought a headquarters in Savile Row, and their first venture was a boutique in Baker Street that opened in early December 1967, managed by John’s old friend Pete Shotton. The outside of the building was painted with psychedelic colors and the boys loved it, but the neighbors in the surrounding buildings complained. The press went to town and the paint came off again.

The Beatles were innocents in the business world. All four were hugely enthusiastic about Apple and spent a fortune kitting out the Savile Row building with a recording studio, luxurious furnishings and fittings, drinks cabinets in every room and so on. But no one around them had much more business acumen than they did: they employed a large staff, including several old friends, who had no idea what they were supposed to be doing. The Beatles would turn up regularly for meetings, in high spirits about their new company, but little would get done.

Meanwhile John and George were also being drawn toward the Maharishi. What had begun as a passing interest now became a life quest. It was as though, with Brian gone, the four needed someone new to give them direction, and the Maharishi was in the right place at the right time.

John and George agreed to go to his ashram, or training center, in Rishikesh, at the foot of the Himalayas in India, to study meditation. Patti and I would go too. Paul, Jane, Ringo and Maureen were less convinced about the joys of meditation but decided to join us. The trip was planned for February 1968 and we would stay for two or three months.

John, always passionate about a new cause, was evangelical in his enthusiasm for the Maharishi, talking about spreading the message to the world, and devoting his life to meditation. I was a little more skeptical, but I liked the message and enjoyed the meditation, so I was happy to go to India and learn more. I hoped, too, that time together in such a peaceful environment and out of the spotlight would be good for John and me.

That Christmas the Beatles Magical Mystery Tour was shown on television. It had begun as an experiment, an idea Paul had, that they should simply get on a bus and see what happened. But it was the Beatles’ first flop. The critics panned it as “rubbish” and “boring,” and it wasn’t even shown in America. It lacked plot and the songs were weak. John called it “the most expensive home-movie ever” and privately he blamed Paul, which I always thought was unfair; they had all agreed to do it and taken part.

Just before it was shown there was a launch party at London’s Royal Lancaster Hotel, on December 21. It was an extravagant fancy-dress affair and I wore a crinoline dress, like something on a chocolate box, while John went as a greased-up, leather-clad teddy-boy. He had invited his father, Alf, to come and they got very drunk together. It wasn’t a happy evening. I became more and more upset as John flirted with other women, including Patti, who was seductively attired as a belly-dancer. Lulu was outraged on my behalf and shouted at John that he should be ashamed of himself. It made me smile, despite my wounded pride, to watch her, dressed as Shirley Temple, giving teddy-boy John a dressing-down. The evening ended with John and Alf dancing drunkenly together, while I was thoroughly miserable. I had been about the only person John hadn’t danced with.

Four days later, on Christmas Day, Paul and Jane got engaged. We were delighted because we loved Jane. George and Patti had married quietly, without any of us there, almost two years earlier in January 1966. Now the last Beatles couple was to tie the knot. We knew that Paul hadn’t found it easy to be with such a successful girlfriend: like the other Beatles, he was essentially an old-fashioned Liverpool man, who wanted his woman tucked away at home cooking the dinner and minding the kids. Jane was never going to fit that mold: she traveled for her work almost as much as Paul did and had her own life. She wasn’t willing to wait around for him and at times she was away working when we were all together. But Paul loved her, we knew that, and we were glad they had worked things out.

Shortly before we were due to leave for India, John spent the weekend with Derek Taylor, a former journalist who had become the Beatles’ press spokesman and a good friend to us all. He, his wife Joan and their five children lived in a big country house where they seemed incredibly contented. When he came home after that weekend John put his arms around me and said, “Let’s have loads more kids, Cyn, and be really happy.”

Despite my increasingly strong feeling that John was slipping away from me, it seemed at moments like that as though nothing had changed. John was off drugs and seemed almost like his old self. “We can make it work, Cyn,” he said. “When we’re in India we’ll have time for us and everything will be fine.” I hoped he was right.

A few days before our departure, we had a meeting with the Maharishi’s assistant at a house in London to finalize details of the trip. As we entered the main room I saw, seated in a corner armchair, dressed in black, a small Japanese woman. I guessed immediately that this was Yoko Ono, but what on earth was she doing there? Had John invited her and, if so, why?

Yoko introduced herself to the group, then sat silent and motionless throughout, taking no part in the proceedings. John chatted to the other Beatles and the Maharishi’s assistant and appeared not to notice her. My mind was racing. Was he in regular contact with this woman? What on earth was going on?

At the end of the evening Anthony was waiting outside for us. He opened the car door and, to my astonishment, Yoko climbed in ahead of us. John gave me a look that intimated he didn’t know what the hell was going on, shrugging, palms upturned, nonplussed. He leaned in and asked if we could give her a lift somewhere. “Oh, yes, please. Twenty-five Hanover Gate,” Yoko replied. We climbed in and not another word was said until we dropped her off, when she said, “Good-bye. Thank you,” and got out.

“How bizarre,” I said to John. “What was that all about?”

“Search me, Cyn.” He insisted he hadn’t invited Yoko and knew nothing of her being there, but common sense dictated that it had to have been John who had asked her to come. Whatever my doubts, though, it was clear that he wasn’t going to provide an explanation.

Soon after this, in a pile of fan mail, I came across a typed letter from Yoko to John. In it she talked about wanting her book to be published again right away so that she could take people into the world of surrealism to change the whole world into one big beautiful game. She said she was afraid she might flip out soon if she had to carry on holding her message by herself.

She went on to apologize for always talking about herself so much and for pushing her goods to him—by which I assumed she meant being pushy about her art. She thanked him for his patience and said that when she didn’t see John she was thinking very much about him. She also talked about her fantastic fear, whenever John said good-bye, that she would never see him again because she had been so selfish.

That letter made it crystal clear that they had been in contact. How well had they got to know each other? I tackled John, who told me she’d written many times, both letters and cards, but said, “She’s crackers, just a weirdo artist who wants me to sponsor her. Another nutter wanting money for all that avant-garde bullshit. It’s not important.”

I had no way of knowing whether he was telling me the truth. He sounded genuine, but a sixth sense told me there was more to this than he was admitting. I tried to put it to the back of my mind. We were going to India, and I wanted that to be a special time for us.

On February 16 we flew out with George, Patti, her sister Jennie and Magic Alex. The plan was to stay for ten weeks, so Mum had moved into our house to look after Julian and, although I hated leaving him, I knew he’d be happy with her and Dot. We’d decided not to disrupt his routine by taking him and, in any case, as we would be meditating for many hours each day, there was no place for a child.

From the airport we were driven for several hours to the Maharishi’s meditation training center. It was set in a beautiful spot above the forested foothills of the Himalayas, on the banks of the Ganges, and surrounded by vibrant flowers and shrubs. The center was built to house several dozen students. Each of its low stone cottages contained five rooms, and when we arrived dozens of people of all ages, creeds and races were gathered to take the Maharishi’s path to enlightenment. Among them were actress Mia Farrow, Mike Love of the Beach Boys and, later, the singer Donovan with his friend, a burly bloke called Gypsy. Donovan was having a romance with Jennie, and wrote his hit song “Jennifer Juniper” for her in India.

John and I had a room with a four-poster bed, a dressing-table, a couple of chairs and an electric fire. Close by were the Maharishi’s house, a swimming-pool, a laundry, a post office and a lecture theater where we would be expected to gather for regular talks from our leader.

I loved being in India, away from the stresses and pressures of our lives. Here, there were no fans, no hordes of people, deadlines, demands or flashing cameras. Just peace, quiet and sweet mountain air filled with the scent of flowers. Best of all, John and I could be together for much of the time. I hoped we would meditate together, grow in mutual understanding, talk, go for walks and rediscover our lost closeness.

Four days later Paul, Jane, Ringo and Maureen arrived to join us, looking forward to a peaceful break. Ringo, wary of the spicy Indian food he was certain would be served in the communal dining-hall and determined to take no chances, had brought a crate of baked beans and another of eggs. In fact, some of the center’s food was surprisingly ordinary: for breakfast, which was taken at long trestle tables out in the open and often shared with brazen monkeys, we had corn flakes, toast and coffee.

In the first week we settled into a routine, meditating for several hours a day and going to lectures, then spending the rest of the time on our own pursuits. I had taken pens and paper and spent hours drawing but also, for the first time in my life, writing poetry. It was crisply cold in the mornings and, having failed to pack warm clothes, we spent much of our time wrapped in the blankets from our beds. But the simplicity of life at the ashram, with few material goods, was enormously appealing and we all enjoyed slowing down and taking the time to breathe.

In the evenings we got together, occasionally breaking the no-alcohol rule with a glass of hooch, smuggled in by Alex from the village across the river and tasting remarkably like petrol. Giggling like naughty schoolchildren, we’d pass round the bottle each taking a swig, then contorting as it scorched its way down our throats.

Every now and then the Maharishi would arrange an outing for us to a nearby town, where I would marvel at the stalls selling saris and rolls of fabric in every color under the sun. All of us girls bought saris and learned to wear them.

But Ringo and Maureen weren’t happy: they missed their children, Ringo was soon tired of eggs and beans, and Maureen had a phobia about flies, which were inescapable in India. After ten days they announced they’d had enough and were going home. “That Maharishi’s a nice man,” Ringo said, “but he’s not for me.”

Meanwhile, I was not having the second honeymoon I’d hoped for. John was becoming increasingly cold and aloof toward me. He would get up early and leave our room. He spoke to me very little, and after a week or two he announced that he wanted to move into a separate room to give himself more space. From then on he virtually ignored me, both in private and in public. If the others noticed they didn’t say so.

I did my best to understand, begging him to explain what was wrong. He fobbed me off, telling me that it was just the effect of the meditation. “I can’t feel normal doing all this stuff,” he said. “I’m trying to get myself together. It’s nothing to do with you. Give me a break.”

What I didn’t know was that each morning he rushed down to the post office to see if he had a letter from Yoko. She was writing to him almost daily. When I learned this later I felt very hurt. There was I, trying to give John the space and understanding he asked for, with no idea that Yoko was drawing him away from me and further into her orbit.

After a month Paul and Jane had also had enough and decided to go home. John and I, with George and Patti, wanted to stay. Aside from my troubles with John, I got a great deal from being there. I loved the serenity of the place, and still hoped that John would work through his demons and move back to me. In the absence of the true explanation, I put his aloofness down to a bout of intense self-exploration and hoped that it would, ultimately, be good for him and for us.

Was I in denial when I clung to the belief that our relationship was not terminally damaged but simply strained? Perhaps. As I saw it, we were undergoing a whole new experience and John’s behavior toward me was part of it. I was disappointed that the closeness I’d hoped for hadn’t happened, but I still saw us as a unit, shaken but ultimately solid.

A couple of weeks before we were due to leave, Magic Alex accused the Maharishi of behaving improperly with a young American girl, who was a fellow student. Without allowing the Maharishi an opportunity to defend himself, John and George chose to believe Alex and decided we must all leave.

I was upset. I had seen Alex with the girl, who was young and impressionable, and I wondered whether he—whom I had never once seen meditating—was being rather mischievous. I was surprised that John and George had both chosen to believe him. It was only when John and I talked later that he told me he had begun to feel disenchanted with the Maharishi’s behavior. He felt that, for a spiritual man, the Maharishi had too much interest in public recognition, celebrities and money.

By dawn the next morning Alex had organized taxis from the nearby village and we left on the journey back to Delhi and a plane home. After eight weeks the dream was over. I hated leaving on a note of discord and mistrust, when we had enjoyed so much kindness and goodwill from the Maharishi and his followers. I felt ashamed that we had turned our backs on him without giving him a chance. Once again John was running away, and I had little choice but to run with him.

The journey home was long and grim. I was close to tears and John was paranoid, afraid that the Maharishi would take his revenge on us in some way. Our taxi, a battered old saloon car, broke down on the way to the airport. The driver assured us he was going for help and left John and me standing at the roadside. John’s solution was to thumb a lift from the next car that came along. Fortunately the driver and his friend recognized him and, with great sweetness, got us to the Delhi hotel where the others were waiting anxiously. We had planned to spend a night in Delhi, but the hotel was full and Alex had discovered that, if we hurried, we could make the night flight to London. I hated the rush, which seemed unnecessary, but with the others setting the pace we hit the road and just made the flight.

Sad as I was at the way the Indian trip had ended, it was wonderful to hold Julian again, shower him with kisses and sit in the kitchen with a cup of tea, catching up on the news with Mum and Dot. We had brought Julian back six little Indian outfits and some delicate hand-carved wooden soldiers, gifts from the Maharishi for his fifth birthday a few days earlier. He looked adorable in his Indian clothes and was thrilled to have Mum and Dad at home.

Back at Kenwood John continued to be distant toward me. Now that we were away from the others and the charms of India, I felt increasingly afraid and depressed. John and I were back in the same bed, but the warmth and passion we had shared for so long were absent. John seemed barely to notice me. He was little better with Julian and was more likely to snap at him than give him a hug.

There was just one moment of real warmth between us and that was, ironically, when John confessed to me that he had been unfaithful. We were in the kitchen when he said, out of the blue, “There have been other women, you know, Cyn.”

I was taken aback, but touched by his honesty. “That’s okay,” I told him.

He came over to where I was standing beside the sink and put his arms round me. “You’re the only one I’ve ever loved, Cyn,” he said, and kissed me. “I still love you and I always will.”

A couple of weeks later John suggested that I join Magic Alex, Jennie, Donovan and Gypsy on a two-week holiday in Greece. I told him I didn’t want to go without him. Apart from those rare occasions when I had taken Mum and Julian away because he was working, we had never spent holidays apart.

“I’ve got a lot on at the moment and I can’t go, but you should. It might cheer you up,” he said. I was uncertain, but he persisted and in the end I decided to go. John was busy writing songs for the Beatles new album, The Beatles, better known after its release as the White Album. He wrote thirteen of the tracks, including “Julia,” a tribute to his mother, and “Goodnight,” for Julian.

Cheered by the hope that John might miss me, and the prospect of a change, I left for Greece. Julian had gone to stay with Dot’s family and John was lying on our bed when I left. He was in the almost trance-like state I’d seen many times before and barely turned his head to say good-bye.

Surprisingly, given my worries about the future of my marriage, it was a lovely holiday. Two weeks of Greek sun, sea, ouzo, tavernas and the laughter and companionship of the others raised my spirits. Despite my mistrust of Alex over the Maharishi episode, in Greece I put aside my doubts as he interpreted, smoothed the way and behaved in every way like a good friend. By the time we were due to head home I felt so much better. I had missed John badly and had convinced myself that we could make a fresh start. I was full of energy and plans for our future. The idea of breaking up was still inconceivable to me, perhaps because my own parents had never contemplated such a thing. I fully expected that John and I would stay together and find a way to work through our problems.

What I hadn’t allowed for was that John’s history, his attitude to marriage and the family were very different from mine. He had hardly ever seen his parents together: at five he had been abandoned by his father and, effectively, his mother too. His own father had suffered in the same way. Given how often and uncannily we repeat the patterns of our parents, I should, perhaps, have been more prepared for John to leave his own marriage and five-year-old son. But I was too young, too inexperienced and too determinedly optimistic to take it seriously.

On the way home our plane stopped off in Rome where we had lunch. Wouldn’t it be fun to finish the day with dinner in London, after breakfast in Greece and lunch in Rome? We laughed. “Let’s get John to join us.” Alex suggested I ring him to let him know what time we would be back.

I spoke to him briefly. “Hi, darling, I’ll be home soon. Can’t wait to see you.”

John’s reply sounded normal: “Fine, see you later.”

Donovan and Gypsy headed home, but Jennie and Alex came with me to Kenwood to see if John fancied dinner out. We arrived at four in the afternoon and immediately I knew something was wrong: the porch light was on, the curtains were still drawn and everything was silent. There was no Dot to greet me, no Julian bounding through the door, shouting with delight, for a hug. What was going on?

The front door was unlocked. The three of us walked in and began to look for John, Julian and Dot. “Where are you all?” I called, still expecting them to appear from behind a door, laughing at the joke.

As I put my hand on the sunroom door I felt a sudden frisson of fear. I hesitated, for a second, then opened it. Inside, the curtains were closed and the room was dimly lit so it took me a moment to focus. When I did, I froze.

John and Yoko were sitting on the floor, cross-legged and facing each other, beside a table covered with dirty dishes. They were wearing the terry-cloth robes we kept in the poolhouse, so I imagined they had been for a swim. John was facing me. He looked at me, expressionless, and said, “Oh, hi.” Yoko didn’t turn around.

I blurted out the only thing I could think of: “We were all looking forward to dinner in London after lunch in Rome and breakfast in Greece. Would you like to come?”

The stupidity of that question has haunted me ever since. Confronted by my husband and his lover—wearing my dressing-gown—behaving as though I was an intruder, all I could do was carry on as if everything were normal. In fact I was in shock, operating on autopilot. I had no idea how to react. It was clear that they had arranged for me to find them like that and the cruelty of John’s betrayal was hard to absorb. The intimacy between them was daunting. I could feel a wall round them that I could not penetrate. In my worst nightmares about Yoko I had not imagined anything like this.

As I stood in the doorway, rooted to the spot in shock and pain, John said, indifferently, “No, thanks.”

I turned and fled.
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I was desperate to get as far as possible from the scene in the sunroom. I ran toward the stairs, with no idea in my head other than to escape. Jennie, who had been hovering awkwardly in the kitchen with Alex, appeared: “Can I stay with you?” I was holding back tears and couldn’t answer.

On the landing I stumbled across a pair of small Japanese slippers, placed neatly outside the guest-bedroom door, which I opened. The bed hadn’t been used. For a second, I considered hurling the slippers at their owner, but I couldn’t have confronted John and Yoko again. I felt utterly humiliated, and longed to disappear.

I threw a few things into a bag and ran downstairs again. Barely twenty minutes after I had arrived for what I had hoped would be a loving reunion with John, I got back into the waiting taxi with Jennie and Alex and drove away from my home, leaving John and his lover behind.

I was in a daze. My mind seemed to be floating and I couldn’t focus on anything other than the vivid image of them together. Every time I saw it I was overwhelmed by a fresh stab of pain, yet I couldn’t stop myself conjuring it up as I tried to take in the betrayal. Their intimacy had been so powerful that I had felt like a stranger in my own home.

I had no memory of the journey with Alex and Jennie or of arriving that evening at the small house they shared. All I remember was that Jennie went to her room as soon as we arrived. She was shocked and embarrassed. “Cyn, I’m so sorry but I’ve got to go to bed. All this has been too much for me. I’ll see you tomorrow. Will you be okay?”

I was left in the tiny sitting room where beanbags and ethnic cushions were scattered all over the floor and the curtains were drawn. I collapsed on to the sofa in front of the fireplace, rousing myself only to phone Dot and ask her to look after Julian for a couple more days. Thank God he was safe and happy with her family.

I was in such a confused state that I barely knew what was real anymore. My mind kept turning nightmarish somersaults. It was almost like one of the LSD trips. What was I doing here? Why had I run? What on earth was going to happen to me and Julian? The world as I knew it was disintegrating. I wondered how long John had been sleeping with Yoko. Had I been a complete fool, failing to see the obvious? Had he been lying for weeks, or months? Had he sent me on holiday to get me out of the way so that he could pursue his relationship with Yoko? Each new thought added fresh torment.

“I think you need a drink, Cyn.” Alex moved around the room, lighting candles, then brought out a bottle of red wine and two glasses. I was grateful for something that might help to numb the pain and knocked back several glasses. Then Alex produced a second bottle, and we drank that too. I was exhausted, and sank rapidly into a groggy state.

Alex had been chatting away and I was hardly registering what he was saying until I was shocked into awareness: “Do you know, Cyn?” he said. “I’ve always loved you. This is perfect. How much money do you have? Why don’t you and I run away together? We could have a great life. That would show John and Yoko.”

I answered, without thinking, that I had a mere thousand pounds in the bank. No riches, no fortune, nothing. I was too dizzy, disoriented, shocked and heartbroken to take in what was going on. I could barely focus. Everything in the room was swimming around, one object merging into another. Alex was John’s friend: what was he talking about? It must be some kind of joke.

I needed the bathroom. When I got there I was violently sick. Then I realized that the shock had brought on my period, several days early. I lurched out of the bathroom on wobbly legs and saw, through an open door on the landing, a bedroom. I went in, collapsed on the bed, fully clothed, pulled the covers over me and passed out.

Sometime later Alex crept into the bed and was attempting to kiss me, whispering that we should be together. I pushed him away, sickened.

The next morning I woke with a hangover and the dreadful realization that my marriage was probably over. I had no idea what to do next. After Alex’s behavior the night before I wasn’t comfortable staying in his house. He’d pressured me at a time when I was vulnerable. But I had nowhere else to go, so I spent the day huddled on the sofa, drinking tea and trying to work out what to do. Jennie was sympathetic and Alex, thankfully, kept a low profile.

After a couple of days, I knew I had to go home. I was aching to see Julian. John and I might be making a mess of our marriage, but we still had a small son who needed us.

I got myself together sufficiently to face John. There had been no word from him and I had no idea what he was planning, but I needed to find out. I took a long, hot bath, tried to make myself look better than I felt, packed up my things and took a taxi home.

Walking in was difficult: I had no idea what I might find. But the house was astonishingly normal. The sun shone, the curtains were drawn back and everything was neat as a pin. Clearly Dot had been hard at work. As I stood wondering who was at home, Julian ran to me and leapt into my arms. It was wonderful to be able to hug him.

At that moment John wandered out of the den. “Oh, hi,” he said casually. “Where have you been?”

I stared at him. Surely he was joking. But, no, he seemed relaxed, normal, even pleased to see me—he came over and planted a kiss on my cheek.

Had it all been a nightmare? Or was John truly capable of doing something like that, then dismissing it as unimportant? I knew him so well, but he’d surprised me before with his ability to compartmentalize his life and put aside anything that he didn’t want to deal with. But ignoring the fact that I’d found him with Yoko seemed a little like stepping round an elephant in the middle of the drawing room.

I didn’t want to say anything in front of Julian so, for the next few hours, I did my best to pretend everything was normal. It was good to see Dot, who looked at me a little anxiously but didn’t say anything, although she must have known what had happened. She fussed over me, helping me to unpack and sort out my clothes.

It was evening before John and I had a chance to talk. I had to steel myself for the confrontation we would usually avoid to ask him what was happening with Yoko.

“Oh, her?” he said, as if surprised that I’d asked. “Nothing, it’s not important.”

“We have to talk, John,” I told him. “Please don’t pretend that nothing’s happening.”

Eventually we did talk, perhaps more honestly and in more depth than we had since our student days. We talked of our failings and faults, our love for each other, our hopes and dreams. John talked again about his other women, and insisted that Yoko was no more important than they had been. “It’s you I love, Cyn,” he said. “I love you now more than I ever have before.”

That night we went to bed and made love, and my bruised heart felt lighter. It wouldn’t be easy to forget what had happened, but if it really was in the past, well, I would try. The John I had spent the evening with and in whose arms I lay was so completely different from the man who had stared at me impassively as he sat with Yoko in the sunroom that it was hard to accept that they were the same person. Had he been on drugs? I knew he was dabbling again since his disenchantment with the Maharishi. Only drugs could explain how he had behaved.

In fact, John had never completely renounced drugs. While we were in India my mother had found a stash of LSD he’d hidden at home and had flushed it down the loo. When he discovered what she’d done he was furious, but he couldn’t confront her without admitting that he used it, so he had to keep quiet.

For the next few days all seemed well. John was in a good mood, Julian was happy to have us around and I was daring to hope that we had got through the worst. John and I had several more honest talks. He talked about his need to explore new avenues and I told him that I knew I couldn’t always share them with him. I was very much the girl I had always been, happy to be at home, a wife and mother. I had grown more independent over the years, but I was essentially the same. John had changed a great deal and was searching in new directions for answers in his life. Talking brought us closer. We agreed that we wanted to go forward together, despite our differences. After all, we had always been different and it had worked for us for ten years. Why should it not for the next ten?

I felt determined once more to make my marriage work. But this brief happy respite soon ended. John was due to go to the States with Paul on a business trip in connection with Apple. I suggested that I go with him. It seemed to me that if we were going to remain close we should spend more time together. And a trip to New York would be fun.

John’s answer was a flat no. He refused to look at me or discuss it. I felt my stomach tighten: he was distancing himself from me again.

Over the next few days he was irritable and withdrawn, and I felt a rising sense of panic because I couldn’t reach him.

I didn’t want to be left alone in the house, waiting and wondering, while he was away, so I asked him if he would mind me taking my mother and Julian to Italy for two weeks. “Yeah, sure,” he replied.

Organizing the Italian trip gave me something to do and I threw myself into it, anxious to take my mind off John. What was going on with him now? Had he already regretted his promise that we would stick together and make a go of it? With hindsight, perhaps it wasn’t wise of me to go away. Perhaps I should have stayed at home to be there when he got back from America, rather than leaving him alone in the house. Perhaps I shouldn’t have gone away with my mother, who irritated John at the best of times but especially since she had destroyed his drugs.

At the time going away seemed like the best thing to do: in Italy there would be the warmth, kindness and company I needed.

By this time Mum had left her house in Esher and moved into Ringo’s flat in Montagu Square, just off Baker Street, which we had rented from him for her. She’d been bored in Esher, although she was close to us, and preferred London where there was plenty for her to do and explore.

Mum drove down to Kenwood with my aunt and uncle, who were coming with us. I’d always got on with Daisy, Mum’s sister, and—perhaps with an intimation of what was to come—I wanted my family around me.

In Italy we stayed at the same hotel in Pesaro where we’d been two years earlier. The Bassanini family were as hospitable as ever and this time the press had no idea that we were there. Despite my anxiety, I tried hard to make the holiday enjoyable for everyone. I played on the beach with Julian and explored the little town with Mum. Whatever lay ahead, I would deal with it when I got home.

One of the hotel waitresses was a Lancashire girl and a great laugh. We became friendly and she suggested we go out for a night. I was uncertain: I was feeling low that day and had a sore throat coming on. I certainly didn’t want us to look like two single girls trying to pick up men. She suggested we ask Roberto, the son of the hotel owners, to take us out. He said he would be delighted to accompany us, and I began to look forward to it. So far I had stayed quietly in the hotel with my family: it would cheer me up to have fun.

Roberto was charming and courteous and looked after us beautifully. He was an extrovert and seemed to know everyone in town, introducing us to dozens of people as we moved from bar to bar. I had a good time and, for a few hours, forgot my troubles.

When our car drew up outside the hotel at about two a.m. Roberto opened the door for me and I stepped out to see a familiar figure: Magic Alex. He was hovering outside the hotel, agitated. What on earth was he doing there? He looked at me and Roberto, and my heart sank: here I was in the small hours with a good-looking young Italian. God forbid that Alex might think I was having a holiday romance.

We went inside and found Mum sitting in the lobby, looking distressed. I asked Alex what was going on. He said, “I’ve come with a message from John. He is going to divorce you, take Julian away from you and send you back to Hoylake.”

My knees gave way. I felt drained and ill. All I could think at that moment was how cowardly John was to send his lapdog because he couldn’t face me. Far more than simply evasive, it was sinister and cruel.

Of one thing I was certain: no matter what, I would never let John take my beloved child. I hurried upstairs to where Julian lay asleep and leaned over to kiss his cheek. “I’ll never let you go,” I whispered to him. “Never.” I crawled into bed, desperate for oblivion, but sleep wouldn’t come and I lay, unable even to cry, and watched the dawn. The pain was indescribable but at the same time I experienced a strange relief. This was it, then, after so many months of worry, fresh starts and crushed hopes. My marriage was over. I fell asleep.

I woke with a fever and such bad laryngitis that I could hardly speak. I needed to get home but I was in no state to travel. Mum said she would go back and try to find out what was going on. My aunt and uncle stayed with me to look after Julian.

For the next few days I lay in bed while Signora Bassanini fussed over me with hot drinks and cold flannels. When she brought me the newspapers, there was a picture of John and Yoko, hand in hand, on their first public outing together. They were attending the opening night of the play In His Own Write adapted from John’s books by our friend, the actor Victor Spinetti. The papers referred to Yoko as John’s “new love.” Her persistence had paid off handsomely: after all the letters and calls, and the times she’d turned up at our door, Yoko had got her man. My man.

Yoko, it seemed, was married too. This was the first I knew of Anthony Cox, her second husband, and her daughter Kyoko, who was four months younger than Julian. How were they feeling, I wondered. Did John and Yoko spare any thought for the two families now being broken up? Did they have any idea of the price of their happiness?

The pictures of John and Yoko had been flashed round the world so everyone would know that I had been replaced. It’s bad enough to be tossed aside by your husband, but to be tossed aside so publicly was humiliating as well as painful.

As soon as I was well enough to travel we headed home. Julian and I took a car from the airport to Mum’s flat in London. When we arrived, Mum threw her arms round us. There was a big bunch of flowers on the table. “Who are they from?” I asked. Mum handed me the card, which said, “Beat you to it, Lil. John.” The flowers had been waiting for Mum when she arrived home. It was John’s way of telling her that he knew exactly what our movements were and was one step ahead of us. My blood ran cold: he must have had us followed.

I tried to phone him, we had to talk, but got no answer. What was I supposed to do next? Hours after I arrived an envelope was delivered by hand. The letter inside it informed me that John was suing me for divorce on the grounds of my adultery with Roberto Bassanini. Presumably Alex had told John I had been out with him.

It was laughable. Roberto had been kind and a good friend, but I had never been unfaithful to John. It was his attempt to make himself feel better about what he was doing.

What next? Would I be accused of an affair with Alex? What was behind Alex’s crude attempt to seduce me? Alex had never been interested in me—he wanted only to stay in John’s favor. I felt cold with disbelief and fear: if Alex claimed we had slept together it would be his word against mine.

What had happened to John that he could do this? I had loved him passionately for so many years, but now I lost all respect for him. I had always believed he was a fundamentally decent person, but in accusing me of adultery and threatening to take Julian from me he had put aside every ounce of decency. He knew I hadn’t been unfaithful to him. And he knew that to lose Julian would break my heart. Who was advising him that this was the best way to end his marriage?

Mum called my brother Charles, who flew back from Libya, where he was working, and found me a lawyer. I was obviously going to need one.

Then I called Peter Brown in the Beatles’ office. He was a nice man, a good friend. He was apologetic and embarrassed. “I’m sorry, Cyn, this shouldn’t be happening,” he said. He promised to try to arrange a meeting for me with John. I was no longer hoping to save our marriage, but I felt that if John and I could sit down together and talk, we might find a way to separate amicably.

Peter called back: “I’m sorry, Cyn, he won’t see you.” He promised to keep trying.

A few days later he called to say that Mum, Julian and I could move back to Kenwood, and John and Yoko would have the London flat.

Julian and I had nothing with us but our holiday luggage: at least we could go home. Mum was losing her flat, but she could live with us. I helped Mum pack all her things, and Anthony came to drive us to Weybridge. He’d been ferrying John and Yoko around since we’d gone away and, always diplomatic, he said not a word against John but made it clear that he was delighted to see us. It was good to be home, among our own familiar things, and Dot was waiting with hugs and kisses. Unlike Anthony, she couldn’t wait to tell us what she thought. “Disgraceful!” she said. “Carrying on with that woman under your roof. I don’t know how he could do it.” It felt good to have someone rooting for me. She also told me that John had presented Alex with a brand-new white Mercedes. I couldn’t help suspecting that this extravagant gift might have been a thank-you.

The atmosphere at home had changed. John had gone, and although he’d taken little, the house felt empty. I missed him, and so did Julian, who kept asking when he was coming home. I didn’t know what to tell him. I tried to explain, gently, that Mummy and Daddy wouldn’t be living together anymore, but it didn’t make a lot of sense to him. “Why not?” he wanted to know, and at that point my resources fizzled out. All I could offer him was, “We weren’t getting on very well.” How could I say that Daddy had decided he preferred someone else? “You’ll see him soon,” I promised, praying that it would be true.

I was still calling Peter Brown, asking repeatedly for a meeting with John. Peter’s answer was always the same. “Cyn darling, I’m so, so sorry. I’ve given them the message. I know how desperate it is for you but they’re not responding. I’ll keep trying. Keep your chin up.”

Eventually he called to say that John had agreed to a meeting. He would come to Kenwood to see me the following Tuesday at three-thirty.

As the time for his arrival approached, Mum, Dot and I were in the kitchen with Julian. We were feeling the strain and, drained by the effort to appear cheerful and normal, our conversation went round and round in circles as we downed cup after cup of tea. I felt terribly nervous: despite the way he had treated me I still loved John. If I had to lose him, at least I wanted to try to part as friends.

When the front-door bell rang, we jumped up in unison. I looked out of the window. John and Yoko were standing outside together, dressed from head to toe in black. I felt panicky. God! He’d brought her with him.

Dot showed them into the den to give me a minute to adjust to this new development. It hadn’t occurred to me that Yoko would be there too.

Mum was fuming: “How dare that woman come? What’s the matter with John? I’m coming with you, love. There’s no way you’re going to face them alone.” She was ready to annihilate them both and Dot had to physically restrain her until she burst into tears.

There was no calming her but I did my best. “I’ll be okay, Mum, I promise. I’m a big girl now.” Julian was jumping up and down, longing to see his daddy. I took his hand and headed for the den.

When we walked in I barely recognized John. It had been only a few weeks since we’d last met, but he was thinner, almost gaunt. His face was deadly serious. There was no hint of a smile, even when Julian ran up to him. He was, quite simply, not the John I knew. It was as if he’d taken on a different persona. He was sitting on the footstool. Yoko was beside him in the armchair, shrouded by her hair, her face set in an expressionless mask, the fingers of one hand picking at the nails of the other. God, why couldn’t he have chosen someone easier, someone I might have related to? What power did she have over him? The thought of her looking after my son was ghastly. Did she feel no remorse or embarrassment? It seemed not.

John spoke first. “What did you want to see me for?” he said coldly. He was defiant, ready for battle, and I was clearly the enemy.

I sat down on the sofa. I had hoped that having Julian there would smooth things, but after an initial hug John had ignored him and the atmosphere was frigid. I sent Julian to see Dot in the kitchen, then took a deep breath. “Look, John, can’t we find a better way to do this? I haven’t been unfaithful to you, I’m sure you know that.”

John could barely look me in the eye. “Forget all that bullshit, Cyn. You’re no innocent little flower.”

I tried again: “John, I was with my family in Italy, I was with Julian. Do you honestly think I would do that to them or to you?”

At this point Yoko disappeared briefly. Dot told me later that she’d gone into the kitchen to ask my mother for a glass of water, Mum told her in no uncertain terms how she felt: “Get out of this house. Get out of our lives. Haven’t you any shame? Look at this little boy. Don’t you care about what you’re doing? You’re breaking everyone’s hearts.”

Back in the den John shot another broadside at me. “What about that Yankee cowboy?”

“What Yankee cowboy?”
 
“In India.”

I could hardly believe what I was hearing. The Yankee cowboy was an American actor called Tom Simcox, whom we’d met at the Maharishi’s center. I’d got on well with him, but the idea that we’d had an affair was preposterous. Who would be next in line as my lover? The elderly gardener?

Tom had never even hinted at anything untoward between us, apart from once asking me, very sweetly, if I had a twin sister. Other than that we’d talked about art and poetry, mostly around the table with everyone else. Hardly a crime, especially when John was largely ignoring me. Was the old jealousy still rearing its head? Or was he simply looking for a get-out clause, with me as the villain?

There was more. “You know that when he left Rishikesh that cowboy gave George a letter to pass on to you, but instead he gave it to me. He was being loyal.”

I was bemused and curious. “So, what was in this mysterious letter, John?”

He refused to tell me. I suspected he was disappointed that I hadn’t looked more guilty.

Yoko came back in. John announced, in the same cold, clipped tone he had used throughout, that talking was pointless.

I was feeling more and more distressed. I tried one last time: “John, please, let’s discuss things.”

“We can do that through the lawyers.” Then, to Yoko, “Come on, let’s go.” He called “Bye” to Julian, and marched out of the house, Yoko at his heels.

I went back into the den and collapsed in tears onto the sofa. This wasn’t going to be a friendly parting. I’d given it my best effort and got nowhere. Deep down I knew that cutting himself off emotionally from me and Julian was probably the only way he could go through with the separation, but I wondered if he had any idea of how much he was hurting us, and if behaving like that was hurting him too. I didn’t even have the comfort of thinking that he had been on drugs. If he had been, he might have been softer. He must have needed all his wits about him to maintain that icy cool front.

That night I lay awake. I had to survive this for Julian. I couldn’t afford to crumble: I had to be strong, do what was best for him. I could fight the divorce, but that would get horribly messy and in the circumstances as clean a break as possible seemed best. By dawn I had made my decision. I would countersue for divorce, citing his adultery with Yoko.

For the next few weeks I lived like a hermit at Kenwood, concentrating on my son. I went to meetings with lawyers and came home drained and sad, but apart from that I barely went out. John’s clothes were still in our wardrobe and I hated lying alone in our bed. I cried myself to sleep most nights, then woke in the early hours and lay awake, trying to understand what had gone so wrong. I did my best to keep cheerful when I was with Julian, but every now and then he would catch me crying. He’d throw his arms round me, saying, “Don’t cry, Mummy, please don’t cry.” I lost a lot of weight, unable to face eating. Mum and Dot were there, keeping an eye on me, and I was grateful not to be alone. But apart from them I saw or heard from hardly another soul. It seemed that John had cut me off not just from him but from the whole Beatles family.

The only person who came to see me was Paul. He arrived one sunny afternoon, bearing a red rose, and said, “I’m so sorry, Cyn, I don’t know what’s come over him. This isn’t right.” On the way down to see us he had written a song for Julian. It began as “Hey Jules” and later became “Hey Jude,” which sounded better. Ironically John thought it was about him when he first heard it. It went on to become one of the Beatles’ most successful singles ever, spending nine weeks at number one in the U.S. and two weeks in the U.K.

Paul stayed for a while. He told me that John was bringing Yoko to recording sessions, which he, George and Ringo hated. Paul had broken up with Jane Asher a couple of weeks after John had left me. I was sorry because I’d really liked Jane. In a scenario bizarrely like ours, Jane had come home a few days early from a theater tour and had caught him in their home with another girl. Understandably she had walked out. But that was where their story parted from ours. Paul blamed himself and was heartbroken.

He joked about us getting married—“How about it, Cyn?”—and I was grateful to him for cheering me up and caring enough to come. He was the only member of the Beatles family who’d had the courage to defy John—who had apparently made it quite clear that he expected everyone to follow his lead in cutting me off. But Paul was his own man and not afraid of John. In fact, musically and personally, the two were beginning to go in separate directions so perhaps Paul’s visit to me was also a statement to John.

He drove off, promising to keep in touch, but a month or two later he got together with American photographer Linda Eastman and his life began a new phase. It was many years before we met again.

Apart from Paul I heard from no one. Ringo, Maureen, George, Pattie and all the Beatles’ friends and followers kept away. They didn’t want to bring John’s fury on themselves and probably didn’t know what to say to me anyway, shocked and embarrassed by what had happened. In time their marriages would unravel too, but ours was the first to go, and it must have shocked everyone.

I could have phoned them, but I didn’t have the heart. I talked to one or two close friends, such as Phyl, with whom I was still in regular contact, but that was all. I felt ashamed, hurt and discarded. I dreaded awkward conversations, pity, embarrassed silences. I refused to give interviews and eventually the press left me alone. At that stage I had neither the energy nor the resources to deal with anything more than putting one foot in front of the other and getting through each day.

I felt as though John had cut me off like a gangrenous limb—total amputation from all that I had been or known. As I waited for his next move I felt increasingly vulnerable and afraid.

We were progressing toward divorce but we still had to sort out the three biggest obstacles: who would divorce whom, money and, most important of all, Julian.

In October, John and Yoko’s London flat was raided by the police, who found some cannabis. They were charged with possession of the drug and with obstructing the police. They were later found guilty of possession, but not obstruction.

A week later they announced that Yoko was pregnant, with a baby due in February. My humiliation was complete, although I could see the comical side too. That meant she had got pregnant in May, when John was determined to accuse me of adultery. Despite this, when I heard in late November that Yoko had lost the baby at six months I was genuinely sorry. But John could hardly deny his adultery. To my enormous relief he agreed not to contest my divorce petition. The fear that Magic Alex would suddenly decide to claim I had committed adultery with him, and provide John with ammunition against me, had lurked at the back of my mind. Thank goodness I could now let that prospect go.

I saw John and Yoko once more, in the lawyers’ office to which John and I had been summoned to sign the divorce papers. John barely looked at or spoke to me throughout the meeting, and when he left the room to go to the loo, Yoko followed him. A few minutes later I went into the corridor with my lawyer for a private discussion and saw Yoko waiting outside the door to the gents’. At that moment John emerged and as they passed me he said, “See? I don’t go anywhere without Yoko.”

He had agreed that I should have custody of Julian—I imagine the lawyers had told him that he would be highly unlikely to get it—but asked for regular visits and I accepted this. However, Julian hadn’t seen John since the acrimonious meeting at the house, several months earlier, and I had no idea when, if ever, John would ask to see his son.

Money was perhaps the toughest issue. My lawyers had told me that on no account should I make contact with John as that would be collusion. I was put in touch with a top lawyer, a QC, who told me I could take John to the cleaners and fight for half his fortune. But I was finding it hard to cope with the cold legal process. I wanted to talk to John, to tell him how much Julian missed him, to sort things out amicably. So I phoned him.

“What do you want?” he snapped.

“John, I can’t bear all the animosity. It’s as though we never loved each other. They want me to take half your money, but I’d rather we talked and sorted it out between us, without any of the legal jargon.”

“There’s nothing to talk about. My final offer is seventy-five thousand pounds. That’s like winning the pools, so what are you moaning about? You’re not worth any more.” On that definitive note, he hung up.

I told my lawyer that I didn’t want to go for half John’s fortune: I just wanted a fair and reasonable settlement. I couldn’t bear the thought of a long-drawn-out battle, or of exposing our marriage to public scrutiny. I just longed to have the whole thing settled. I was asked to draw up an estimate of my weekly expenditure. It came to seventy-six pounds for clothes, food, entertainment and holidays for Julian and me—just under four thousand a year. My assets included a thousand pounds in the bank, my clothes and a Mercedes car. I had no jewelry of any more than sentimental value.

John’s assets were submitted at £750,000, although he was undoubtedly worth far more. He raised his offer to £100,000. This was broken down into £25,000 for a house and £75,000 to support me and Julian until he was twenty-one. Allowing for inflation, it would not be enough to cover even the modest annual expenses I had listed.

A further £100,000 was put into a trust fund for Julian. I would be allowed to draw on the interest from this to pay school fees, but withdrawals would have to be approved by John and Yoko, who were the co-trustees with me of the fund. It was also agreed that should John have more children the fund would be shared equally with them.

While I realized that I was lucky compared to most women divorcing at that time, it still hurt to be dismissed so lightly. John was being meaner than I’d ever known him, which baffled me: typically he was generous to those around him. Why not now, to his wife and son?

Whatever his reasons, I had no energy for a fight. In so many ways he was no longer the kind-hearted, passionate and witty man I had fallen in love with. Worn down by the miserable business of negotiating through lawyers, and still smarting from John’s withering remark about winning the pools, I accepted his offer.

Our decree nisi was granted on November 8, 1968. I was summoned to the divorce court and went alone, driven there by loyal Les Anthony who, although he was now working solely for John, was still a good friend to me. Walking into court beside my lawyer was terrifying. The place was packed with the press and I had to swear in front of them under oath that my marriage had broken down irretrievably, that my husband had publicly admitted adultery and that Yoko was pregnant by him.

Throughout this awful, surreal experience I felt humiliated and painfully aware that I was alone. Afterward I fled home and collapsed, sick with apprehension about the future. I had no idea how I would cope and still found it hard to believe that, after ten years together, I had been severed from John’s life with a few brief words from a judge in a public court. I should have hated John for what he had put me through. I was certainly angry with him and bitterly hurt. But I couldn’t hate him. Despite everything, I loved him still.
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While the divorce proceedings were in progress I received a call from Roberto Bassanini. He was in London, had heard about my split from John and wondered how I was. Could he come and see me? He and his family had been very kind to us in Italy so I invited him down for the evening. Julian was delighted to see him, leaping into his arms and dragging him off to play in the garden. Roberto had a lot of the child in him and they ran around outside, Julian shrieking and giggling, while I made some supper. After we’d eaten and put Julian to bed we talked. Roberto was horrified at the way I’d been treated and told me John was mad to give me up. It was lovely to have male company and feel feminine and attractive again. Roberto listened, he was caring and he even made me laugh, which felt wonderful after so many months.

After that he came to see us regularly, and it wasn’t long before he and I became lovers. He was good for me—fun, warm and full of laughter. He was concerned for me and Julian and he made me feel wanted and loved. After so long inside what felt like a black hole, Roberto was just what I needed.

As part of the divorce settlement, I had to move out of Kenwood. Of course, it was much too big for me, Mum and Julian, but I hated having to uproot Julian from his home and his school so soon after his dad had left. Saying good-bye to dear Dot and her family was even worse. She had been such a good friend, solid, loyal and reliable for more than four years. We shed a lot of tears and shared a lot of hugs and promised to keep in touch.

I bought a house in Pembroke Gardens, round the corner from Kensington High Street, and enrolled Julian at a small private school close by. He wasn’t happy: he didn’t make friends and never looked forward to going there in the mornings. After a few weeks I enrolled him at a lovely state school nearby where he settled in well.

Soon after we moved in Roberto came to live with us. I asked myself whether I was ready for a new relationship. I knew that I wasn’t over John; I was still hurt, frightened and angry, and probably should have spent more time on my own rather than turning to someone else to heal the wounds. But at the time I was drawn to Roberto’s warmth and sense of fun. With him life turned from the black and white of my depressed, lonely days after John to technicolor again. And if I had doubts for myself, I had none for Julian. Roberto’s obvious affection for him was a huge attraction.

So, the three of us settled down to family life—Mum had moved home to Hoylake. Now that we had no help in the house, we took on an au pair, a Spanish girl called Mariquilla, who fitted in beautifully and was like a big sister to Julian. She stayed with us for the next four years and became part of the family; she left to train as an air-traffic controller in Mallorca.

For the next few months I had no contact with John. He and Yoko were involved in a series of what were—to me anyway—increasingly odd stunts. First they issued their Two Virgins album, three weeks after our divorce. The furor about the cover picture, which featured them naked, overshadowed the music, which was a critical and commercial flop.

Next they appeared at the Royal Albert Hall, singing inside a large white bag during the underground art movement’s Christmas party. A bit of fun, perhaps, and the precursor to many more “bag” events. They even gave a press conference inside a bag. Funny, wacky, attention-grabbing, but I couldn’t get over how deathly serious they were about it. Not a glimmer of amusement, seldom a smile. What had happened to John’s sense of humor?

In February Yoko’s divorce came through and in March 1969 they flew from Paris to Gibraltar and married, spending just seventy minutes on the island before they flew back to Paris. It was a shock to me to hear that they’d married so soon and worse because I only learned of it through the press. But, then, after all the publicity surrounding their getting together and the end of my marriage to John, perhaps they felt it was important to make a public statement about their relationship.

A few days later they moved to Amsterdam and spent a week in bed at the Hilton hotel. This was their famous “bed-in” for peace, during which they were filmed and gave hundreds of interviews.

Julian was fascinated. “What’s Dad doing in bed on the telly?” he asked.

“Telling everyone it’s very important to have peace,” I answered, through gritted teeth, all too aware that John had found it impossible to allow for peace between us and that the small boy asking the question was paying the price.

That glimpse on television was the first that Julian had seen of his father since the acrimonious meeting at Kenwood eight months earlier. But that was about to change. In May John and Yoko bought Tittenhurst Park, a twenty-six-room mansion in Sunningdale, Ascot, for £150,000. I knew the house, because John and I had been to look at it with the other Beatles couples a year or two earlier. It was beautiful, with extensive grounds including its own market garden. For a crazy moment we’d considered buying it and all moving in together, in a kind of Beatles commune. How strange that now it was John and Yoko’s home. Soon after they moved in I received a call from Peter Brown, the Beatles’ assistant. “John would like to see Julian, Cyn. If it’s okay with you, Anthony will call for him on Friday and take him to Tittenhurst for the weekend.”

It didn’t feel very okay, but I agreed. John had been awarded reasonable access to Julian and I felt it important that Julian saw his father. When I told him about the visit Julian was excited and a little scared. He’d just turned six and hadn’t seen his dad in what, to a six-year-old, must have seemed a very long time.

That Friday Anthony arrived and came in for a cup of tea. It was good to see him—like Dot he’d been a real friend. He told me it was just as well that Julian hadn’t gone to the Montagu Square flat while John and Yoko were there. “It was a complete tip,” he said. “They were doing heroin and other drugs and neither of them knew whether it was day or night. The floor was littered with rubbish. Couldn’t have had a little one there.”

Perhaps that explained why John hadn’t asked to see Julian sooner. He’d obviously been in no state to care for him. But I was alarmed. I’d had no idea that John had graduated to heroin. “How are they now?” I asked Anthony.

“They’re okay at the new place,” he assured me. “They’ve sorted themselves out and it’s all fine there. Julian will love it.”

With these assurances, but many nagging doubts, I sent Julian off, a tiny figure waving to me from his seat next to Anthony in John’s enormous car, his little face unsure. I had told him brightly to have a lovely time with Daddy, smiled and waved until the car had rounded the corner, then cried my eyes out. One of the hardest aspects of letting Julian visit John was accepting that Yoko would presumably look after him when he was there. I didn’t know what he would make of her cool manner. But in fact he seemed fine with it, and perhaps it was better for him to have a rather distant stepmother than one who was all over him. He never told me that she was unkind in any way, which was a relief.

After that first weekend Peter rang regularly to arrange visits for Julian. Much to my amusement Julian had started calling Yoko Hokey-Cokey.

Julian often came home with bizarre descriptions of life at Tittenhurst. Dad and Hokey walked around the house naked, long hair hanging over their faces, which made them look like witches. They ate funny food, all rice and seeds (Yoko had apparently got John on to a macrobiotic diet). Julian was matter-of-fact about these things, as six-year-olds tend to be, and I was careful never to say anything critical. I didn’t want him to feel guilty or torn or that he had to defend me. A certain amount of division is inevitable anyway with a child of divorced parents, but I did my best to keep things stable for him, to minimize his distress and to be positive about his father.

Weekends without Julian were lonely. Because John had always been away so much he and I were incredibly close: he was an articulate and funny little companion. Although I had Roberto, I missed Julian’s constant chatter. Inevitably there were times when Julian didn’t want to go to see John. It’s not always easy for children of separated parents to leave home and be shipped off to the other parent. If Julian had to miss a friend’s party he’d grumble, but I stuck to the agreement, feeling it was better to be consistent than making last-minute changes.

One particular weekend Julian told me he didn’t want to go to his dad’s because he got scared in the night. It seemed that he was in a large bedroom by himself, in a separate wing of the house, a long way from John and Yoko’s room. I rang Peter Brown and asked him to talk to John about it: “Let Julian leave the light on or move nearer to where John is.” Peter said he would talk to John and I promised Julian that Dad would change his room.

I wondered why Julian hadn’t told John about this. Surely he could tell his dad that he was afraid in the night. Over the next few weeks I began to question him indirectly about his relationship with John. It seemed that John sometimes had angry outbursts toward him, shouting at him for the way he ate or being too slow, which had made Julian nervous. He was afraid of provoking John, who switched very quickly from playful to furious.

I knew of old this side of John but in the past he’d seldom displayed it around Julian—perhaps because he wasn’t with him very much. I worried that these explosions of anger might have become more frequent and that they would alienate Julian from his father. I wished that John and I could talk, but he was still refusing to speak to me. It was puzzling and frustrating. I was no threat to him, so why couldn’t he talk to me, for our son’s sake? Infuriating as it was, there was nothing to be done about it. I focused instead on giving Julian as much support as I could and hoping that things would improve as John’s new relationship became more settled.

Meanwhile John and Yoko’s stunts continued. They staged another bed-in for peace in the Bahamas, but left after a day or so because apparently it was too hot. They flew on to Canada, where they staged a seven-day bed-in in Montreal, inviting Canada’s prime minister, Pierre Trudeau, to join them, and recording “Give Peace a Chance” from their bed. At the same time their single, “The Ballad of John and Yoko,” was banned in Australia for being blasphemous—“Christ, you know it ain’t easy, you know how hard it can be, the way things are going, they’re going to crucify me”—wasn’t to everyone’s taste. I remembered the hate mail John had received after his previous remarks about himself and Christ and wondered why he’d risked public ire again. But, then, he had changed in so many ways that perhaps, encouraged by his new love, he cared far less what anyone thought.

When John was back in London after several weeks away, Peter Brown arranged once again for Julian to go to Tittenhurst for a visit. As they hadn’t seen each other for a while John wanted him to stay for a few days. I sent him off with Anthony and settled down to a peaceful weekend at home.

Two days later I was watching television when a news-reader announced that John Lennon and Yoko Ono had been in a car crash in Scotland, with their children Julian and Kyoko. No one was badly hurt and they were all in hospital. I was horrified. What on earth was John doing taking Julian to Scotland without telling me? I wasn’t surprised he had crashed the car—his driving had always been terrible—but he had had my son with him, and another child. I was furious that John and Yoko had taken Julian all that way without my knowledge, and even more so that I’d had to learn of the accident from TV. I felt the least John owed me was a phone call to tell me what had happened.

I rang Peter Brown, who arranged for me to fly to Scotland to collect Julian. He contacted the hospital and assured me that Julian wasn’t injured and neither was Kyoko, although both John and Yoko had had stitches. To add to my misery when I was ushered on to the plane at Heathrow it turned out to be a flight to Belfast. In my anxiety I hadn’t noticed and, to his embarrassment, neither had Peter, who’d been with me at the airport. I had to fly to Belfast, and then wait for a flight to Edinburgh, so I didn’t get there until the next day.

When I landed I took a taxi to the hospital, which was close to where the accident had happened, in Golspie. It was a long journey and I sat in the back, impatient to see my son. But when I reached the hospital and asked for him I was told he wasn’t there. “He’s gone with his aunt,” was all they could tell me. Once again John refused to see me. I was exasperated and, to make matters worse, I was passed a note from John, saying that Yoko found Julian badly behaved. He was still a small child, having to cope with a major upheaval in his life, and if he was a little difficult, it was only to be expected. Yet instead of being concerned or constructive, John was critical.

All I wanted was to find out where Julian was and take him home. Then I realized that the aunt they had mentioned must be Mater. I rang her and, to my relief, she told me she’d collected Julian and taken him to her little holiday house, up in the Highlands. Once again the taxi set off, and a couple of interminable hours later we arrived at Mater’s, where I found Julian tucked up in a blanket drinking hot chocolate.

It seemed that John had decided on the spur of the moment to take Yoko and the children up to Scotland to meet Mater, Bert and Stanley in Edinburgh. Mater regaled me with hilarious tales of Yoko’s refusing the roast dinner she had prepared and taking over the kitchen to steam beansprouts for herself and John. “She looked like a witch hanging over a cauldron with all that hair,” Mater said. Not a great admirer of Yoko and concerned at the changes in John, she had cornered him and demanded to know what he thought he was doing with his life. At some point he’d said, “I’m going to take Julian away from Cyn.” Mater was incredulous and told him, in no uncertain terms, that there was no way he’d get Julian and that he should put all thoughts of taking him from his mother out of his mind.

With Mater’s words ringing in his ears, John had taken off in the car with Yoko and the children—and soon afterward landed it in a ditch.

I was grateful to Mater for speaking up for me and glad that, despite their row, John had sent Julian to her. But his refusal to inform me about what was going on had left me trekking across the Scottish countryside for hours, before I discovered the whereabouts and condition of my son.

The next day Julian and I flew home. I was still fuming about John’s behavior, but I had grasped that nothing was going to change. I contemplated refusing to allow Julian to visit him, but I knew that I would feel awful if I severed the already tenuous relationship Julian had with his father. So, for the next few months he continued to visit John and Yoko for occasional weekends.

Meanwhile he thrived on the attention Roberto gave him. For the first time in his life he had a man around every day, someone who was interested and involved with him, who took him to school in the mornings, helped with his homework and played football with him in the park. Julian adored Roberto, and the two were like best friends.

Roberto and I were happy too, although one or two dark clouds hovered on the horizon. I worried about money: the allowance I had from the divorce settlement for me and Julian didn’t go far. We needed another income, but Roberto’s earnings were unpredictable. He had an allowance from his father—who’d had a soft spot for him ever since Roberto had had polio as a child—and he also managed his father’s London restaurant in Victoria. But all too often his money disappeared on the good things in life before it could be used to pay bills. Roberto loved to party and was very generous. He would invite people to the restaurant and treat them all, or bring crowds back to our house and ply them with food and drink until the early hours.

Mum came to see us regularly and on one of her visits, when the three of us were in the back of a taxi, Roberto went down on one knee before her and asked her permission to marry me. Mum loved Roberto and had no hesitation in saying yes, so I put aside my niggling doubts, reminded myself of how much he was doing for Julian and said yes too.

Roberto was a kind, loving man and I was sure that any problems we had could be sorted out. We married on July 31, 1970, at Kensington register office. We invited our families plus a few close friends, including Ringo and Maureen, and Twiggy, with her manager boyfriend Justin de Villeneuve. I’d have loved my old friend Phyl to be there, but she was living in Cumbria and had two small children. Julian was our page: he hopped up and down with excitement throughout the ceremony as my mother tried to restrain him.

It was a happy day. I was thirty and Roberto two years younger. I hoped it would be the beginning of a new and happier phase of my life. We had a wedding party at the Meridiana restaurant on the Fulham Road—the owners, Walter Maritti and Enzo Apicella were friends of ours. The only blot on the day was when Roberto’s father drew me aside at the lunch and told me that he was stopping Roberto’s allowance as he wouldn’t need it with me. He assumed, as so many people did, that I must have received a huge settlement. My heart sank: he was expecting me to support his son.

We went on honeymoon to Italy’s Adriatic coast and one of the Bassanini hotels, taking Julian with us and my brother Charles’s ex-girlfriend Katie to look after him.

A couple of months after the wedding we had a party at home, as a belated housewarming. After a lot of thought I agreed with Roberto’s suggestion that we invite John and Yoko, in an effort to build a better relationship with them. Roberto had always been in awe of John and even though he disapproved of the way John had treated me, he was still impressed that I had been married to a Beatle and was keen to meet him.

I was surprised when John and Yoko agreed to come, and even more so when they turned up on the night. It was the first time I had seen them since the ghastly meeting at the lawyer’s office two years earlier and I was nervous.

Maureen and Ringo were also at the party, with Twiggy, Justin, Lulu and her new husband Maurice Gibb, Roger Moore and his wife Luisa. John and Yoko arrived late and an awkward couple of hours followed. After a cool “Hi” to me, John went to sit with Ringo. Roberto joined them and the three were soon engaged in animated conversation, punctuated by guffaws of laughter. Meanwhile Julian, wildly excited to see his mother and father in the same room again, ran round in frenzied circles.

Yoko, left out on a limb, made a beeline for me. I had sat down for a break after a couple of hours’ circulating among the guests, only to find her on the floor at my feet. I was almost speechless as she chatted about Julian and how much they loved having him to visit. It was hard to reconcile this cheerful outpouring with the silent stonewalling I had received from her at our two previous meetings. For me it felt like a performance put on for the benefit of the other guests, John in particular, and I couldn’t stomach it. I got up and left the room, and a few minutes later, as they departed, John spoke his second word to me that evening: “Bye.”

After they’d gone I was sad but relieved. It had been strange and painful to see John again. I had hoped we might talk about Julian, but he had avoided me altogether and Yoko’s exaggerated attempt at being friendly had been insufferable. In the end nothing had been gained by inviting them, except that Roberto’s wish to meet the great John Lennon had been granted. Like so many people I was to encounter in the future, he couldn’t see beyond John’s fame to the real man. It was as though, for him, the ex-husband who had behaved so appallingly toward me was another man entirely from the superstar. A few months earlier, John had been nominated in a television documentary as one of the three men of the sixties, alongside President Kennedy and Chairman Mao. It was an accolade that put him in a category above mere celebrity and meant that virtually no one could see him anymore as an ordinary human being. Not that Roberto ever stopped disapproving of John and Yoko’s behavior. He despised Yoko, and never forgave her for the hurt he believed she had caused Julian.

The Beatles had continued to be a phenomenon to the end of the decade, with vast record sales and twenty number-one hits—a total unrivaled at the time and only rivaled since, ironically, by Cliff Richard, whose music they had once deplored. They had also released what was to be their final album, Abbey Road. Despite their continued success, though, the rumblings of discontent within the band—of which I’d been aware before John and I split—were reaching the press and the music grapevine, and by mid-1969 it was clear that the end was in sight.

John and Paul, who once made music together with such passion, excitement and brilliance, had found it harder and harder to get on together as the sixties drew to a close. Their musical ideas and tastes were diverging as Paul went on writing ballads, like “Hey Jude,” while John wrote raw and challenging songs like “Hey Jude”’s B side, “Revolution,” commemorating the international student riots of 1968. The Magical Mystery Tour film had been their first project after Brian’s death and Paul had organized it; John had backed off. Although they’d gone on to write several more songs together and even make another film, Let It Be, the pleasure had gone out of it for them and it was clear to me from 1967 that they would eventually go their own ways.

It was still a shock when I heard that John had told the other Beatles he was breaking up the group, prompted, apparently, by the chaos at Apple. The Beatles had no business knowledge or experience and Apple was being drained of funds with no one to run it properly. Mick Jagger had told John about a smooth-talking American showbusiness lawyer called Allen Klein. John, George and Ringo met him and decided to appoint him to sort Apple out. Paul didn’t trust Klein and refused to sign with him, turning instead to his new father-in-law, Lee Eastman, who was also a successful showbusiness lawyer. This had led to enormous tension between John and Paul.

There was one more factor in the the Beatles’ break-up, in my view the most important. John’s relationship with Yoko had infuriated and alienated the other three. From the beginning there had been an unwritten agreement that wives and girlfriends would never be allowed to interfere with the Beatles’ work. We often turned up at the end of recording sessions to hear the finished version but we knew the boys worked best when they were left to get on with it. It was the way they’d always preferred things. Few people had ever been involved in recording sessions apart from the boys and George Martin. Even Brian was encouraged to stay away and wait for the finished product. Making music was work, and they worked best without anyone hanging around.

When John got together with Yoko this changed. He refused to do anything without her—as I’d seen when she tagged along on his visit to the loo at the lawyer’s office. He’d already announced that their names would be joined and they’d be known as JohnandYoko, then changed his middle name from Winston to Ono, all of which the other Beatles regarded with tolerant good humor. “He was wacky, but we loved him anyway,” was how Ringo once put it to me. But when John began to bring Yoko to recording sessions and consult her about everything he did there, even allowing her to criticize what they were doing, it was too much for the others. They hated it, and it was clear that the arrangement wouldn’t last amicably for long.

Ultimately, of course, it was John who broke up the Beatles, just as he had formed them in the first place. He had moved on in his life, not just from me but from Paul, the other person who was closest to him throughout the sixties. Yoko had replaced me as John’s wife and Paul as his artistic collaborator. Of course, change is inevitable and both John and Paul went on to be creative and successful separately, but the way it happened was sad, and it was sadder still that their relationship never really healed. After six years of unparalleled success, the greatest band of all splintered amid a welter of acrimony and accusations.

While all this was going on George and Ringo couldn’t do much more than watch from the sidelines. George was still deeply into Eastern spiritual beliefs and was probably relieved in some ways that his Beatles days were over. Ringo, always philosophical and funny, would say later, “It was nice while it lasted.” But I’m sure they were both deeply affected by the end of what had felt, to all of us, like a family.

Certainly I was sorry to think that it was all over. Even though I was no longer a part of the inner circle, I had known and loved them all, and it was sad to think of them so disaffected with one another.

Meanwhile John and Yoko continued to make headlines in their quest for world peace and, I couldn’t help feeling, media attention. They launched their Plastic Ono Band, whose first single, “Give Peace a Chance,” was a huge hit. They put up posters in eleven cities around the world reading “War Is Over If You Want It, Happy Christmas from John and Yoko,” then cut off their hair and auctioned it for peace. John had also handed back his MBE, in an antiwar, anti-establishment gesture. I felt sorry for Mimi, who had been so proud of it.

I know that to many people John’s behavior during that period seemed brave, honest and innovative, but as the mother of his confused small son, it was hard to see it like that. Along with many other people who loved John—his family and friends—I looked on with dismay as his actions appeared increasingly self-obsessed and he spared little thought for the feelings of those who had once been closest to him. He seemed so intense and took himself deadly seriously too, which wasn’t the John I had known, and many of his old friends and family felt the same.

Another aspect of John and Yoko’s behavior alarmed me more deeply and in a more personal way. As far as I knew, they had a good relationship with Tony Cox, Yoko’s ex-husband. He had remarried and they had spent several weeks with Kyoko and Tony and his new partner at their home in Denmark over the New Year period in 1970. But the relationship took an abrupt downturn when John and Yoko were arrested in April 1971 and accused of trying to abduct Kyoko. It seemed that Yoko and Tony were locked in a custody battle over Kyoko. He was now living in Mallorca, where John and Yoko had taken the little girl from her school to their hotel, presumably intending to leave the island with her. They were held by the police for fourteen hours and eventually released without charge. Kyoko was returned to her father who, apparently terrified of John and Yoko’s wealth and power, fled with her to America. John and Yoko followed and spent several fruitless weeks looking for them, then returned to Britain.

Yoko had left Kyoko with her father, then changed her mind and decided to sue for custody. Might John do the same with Julian? Had JohnandYoko decided they wanted their children with them, now that they were more settled? If they had, I would fight to the death for Julian.

I spent a few weeks consumed with worry, but far from asking for his son or wanting to see more of him, John abandoned him. In September 1971, I learned from newspaper reports that John and Yoko had gone to live in the States: they had had enough of the British press and public’s hatred of Yoko. This was staggering. It was only a few weeks since John had seen Julian, yet now he was leaving the country indefinitely without a word to me or to his son. I had no idea whether he planned to see Julian again or how we would make contact. Until now arrangements had been made through Peter Brown in the office, but when I spoke to him he said he, too, had no idea what was going on. It seemed that John was willing to sacrifice his son to protect Yoko.

I asked Peter Brown to get in touch with John and tell him that I wanted him to continue to see Julian and to be able to let him know about Julian’s progress. A couple of weeks later I picked up the phone to hear Yoko’s voice: “Hello, Cynthia,” she said. “John and I have decided that if you wish to make contact about Julian, you should talk to me. I will be the one to speak to you from now on and John is going to be the one to speak to Tony about Kyoko.”

This was more than I could bear. I had put up with a great deal from John and Yoko, but now they had pushed me too far. I was not willing to deal exclusively with Yoko and told her so. If John wanted to see Julian, I said, he could call me himself. Then I hung up.

I was livid. John had just released “Imagine,” the song that would become an international anthem for peace, telling the world to “live as one,” yet he couldn’t pick up the phone, make peace with me and arrange to see his own son. Surely, I reasoned, Julian meant more to him than some foolish agreement with Yoko about dealing with each other’s ex-partner.

I was wrong. It was three years before John saw Julian again.
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With John and Yoko in America, Julian and I in London and an impasse between us over any potential arrangements for access, I could only get on with my life and hope that things would change. If John had, at any point, picked up the phone or written to me, asking to see Julian, I would have been delighted. In fact, I often prayed that he would. But there was no word from him between 1971 and 1974, apart from birthday and Christmas presents for Julian each year, sent by his London office with no personal note or card. It must have felt to Julian as though his dad had disappeared from the planet. He had been eight when he last saw John. After that, all he had was newspaper cuttings to tell him where his dad was and what he was up to.

John was battling with the U.S. authorities to be allowed to stay in the States: his drug conviction meant that they were reluctant to give him the coveted green card. I explained to Julian that John couldn’t leave America until he got permission to live there, which didn’t mean much to a small boy. “If Dad can’t come and see me then why can’t I go and see him?” he asked. What could I say? “I think he’s very busy getting settled in America. I’m sure he’ll be in touch soon.” But as time passed with no word Julian drew his own conclusions. “Dad’s always telling people to love each other,” he said to me one day, “but how come he doesn’t love me?”

Privately it was hard not to agree, and I cursed John for making his child suffer, although I did my best to reassure Julian that, of course, John loved him.

It wasn’t just Julian who appeared to have been consigned to John’s past. John seemed to be cutting all his ties with family and friends in Britain. He seldom, if ever, contacted his sisters, aunts and the friends we had kept in touch with all through the Beatles years.

It was especially hard for me that while John was ignoring his son he put a great deal of effort into helping Yoko find her daughter. In December 1971 he and Yoko flew to Texas when they heard that Tony Cox and Kyoko were there, and Tony was jailed for five days for refusing Yoko access to her daughter. After that he went on the run again with Kyoko and this time John and Yoko couldn’t track them down. I heard that they cruised the streets, hoping to spot Tony or Kyoko, and put advertisements in newspapers, appealing for them to come forward. I felt sorry for Yoko, who must have longed for her daughter, but at the same time I wondered whether John had made some kind of odd pact with her—I won’t see my child until you see yours. It was the only explanation I could think of for his neglect of Julian. On the White Album was a little lullaby John had written for Julian. The album came out just before our divorce and I knew the song was there; I had heard it when John composed it and had loved it. But I was disappointed that John had given it to Ringo to sing on the album and for a long time after our split I couldn’t bring myself to listen to it or to play it to Julian. Eventually I did, though, telling him that his Dad had written the song for him, in the hope that it might provide him with some comfort.

Soon after John left Britain we moved house again. Roberto’s nonstop partying had continued and the bills were running up. I could no longer afford to spend whatever I wanted and I was keenly aware that what money I had must last until Julian grew up. In a vain bid to persuade Roberto to forgo his visits to restaurants and nightclubs. I sold the house in Kensington and we moved to Wimbledon. It meant another new school for Julian, but I hoped that a more settled family lifestyle would make up for that.

I was now just an ordinary mum doing the school run and shopping in the local supermarket and I liked it. Nothing could have compared with the life I’d had with John, and I didn’t want to try to re-create it. I preferred to be back in the normal world. Most people I met had no idea who I was. I had been in the background for a lot of the time when I was with John, and when I did appear in public it had been at his side, so without him people couldn’t place me. And who would expect to meet a Beatle’s ex-wife at the checkout in Sainsbury’s? If someone said I looked familiar, I’d smile and say I had no idea why. It usually worked. They’d apologize and hurry off.

Of course, I still had celebrity friends and went to exciting parties with Roberto, but I kept that part of my life separate from the everyday world I lived in, and even the parents of Julian’s school-friends, who brought their children to tea, seldom commented on who we were.

Just before Christmas 1972, a year or so after our move, John’s Aunt Harrie died of cirrhosis of the liver. She’d never been a drinker, so it was unusual, and sad: she was only fifty-six. I went back to Liverpool with Mum for the funeral. It was wonderful to see so many of John’s family again. Julia, now twenty-five, was married with a son and a daughter. Jacqui had become a hairdresser, and David, Harrie’s son, was with his wife, who was expecting her second child; his older sister, Leila, was a medical consultant and mother of three. Aunt Mimi was there, over seventy now but still, astonishingly, without a single gray hair. At the wake after the funeral she cornered me: “What on earth were you thinking of, Cynthia, you silly girl, divorcing John and allowing him to go off with that woman?” I pointed out that I hadn’t had a lot of choice in the matter, but Mimi would have none of it. “You should have stopped him. Now look what an idiot he’s making of himself.” I had to chuckle. After resenting me for years, Mimi was now ticking me off for not having stayed married to John. It was comforting, in a way, that his irascible aunt hadn’t changed. I promised to take Julian to visit her in Poole and, mollified, she headed off to launch a verbal missile at her next target.

Later Julia told me that when Mimi met John and Yoko after their Two Virgins album was released she’d said to them, “Why didn’t you get somebody attractive on the cover if you’ve got to have somebody naked?” As forthright as ever.

That visit was my first trip to Liverpool in a long time and made me realize how much I missed it. I promised myself I’d move back, if I got the chance. Wimbledon was pleasant but I had no ties there, and life with Roberto was trying. Far from cutting back on his partying, he had opened a taxi account and was running up even more bills by taking taxis into the West End every evening. He still “worked” at the restaurant his father had bought, Da Bassano, but every night he filled it with his friends and let them eat without paying. He loved to be loved and the price of his popularity was our financial burden.

Roberto had always been spoiled by his parents and had never had to deal with the harsh realities of life. His playfulness was a delight that became too much for me to handle. I didn’t want to party all the time when I was spending hours each month poring over the accounts and lying awake worrying. Begging, pleading and demanding had little effect on him: he would make promises he didn’t mean, then tell me how much he loved me, buying me roses and looking at me with puppy-dog eyes until I had to see the funny side.

But by 1973 I knew I couldn’t stay in the marriage. The only thing that had stopped my walking out sooner was Julian. I felt terrible to be taking him away from someone who was now so important to him—Roberto had done so much to fill the gap that John had left in Julian’s life—but I had to. I was no longer willing to live with someone who wouldn’t grow up, take a job or share the responsibilities with me. So, with a heavy heart, I told Roberto I wanted us to separate.

There were many tears, from the three of us, and it took all my determination to see it through. My only comfort was that Roberto, even though he was deeply hurt when I left him, never deserted Julian. Most unusually for a step-parent, and particularly after such a short marriage, he kept in touch and regularly invited him to Italy, where in later years Roberto began, ironically, to make a lot of money.

He and Julian were friends until Roberto died of a massive heart-attack twenty years later. He left Julian a letter saying that there was £100,000 for him in a Swiss bank account. But when it was investigated the bank insisted that no such account existed. We never did get to the bottom of that mystery, but in 1998 Julian dedicated his album Photograph Smile to Roberto, in loving memory of the stepfather he felt had been more of a father to him than John ever was.

In 1974, after my divorce from Roberto, Julian and I headed north. I bought a bungalow in Meols, a village in the Wirral, close to Hoylake. It was good to be home again. I was now just down the road from Mum and it was lovely to be able to see her as often as I liked. I enrolled Julian at Kingsmead School, which was close to home. I was conscious that this was his fifth school and he was not yet eleven—an awful lot of change for any child to cope with—but he was happy there, and immediately made a lifelong friend in Justin Clayton.

Our bungalow, Rosebank, was very ordinary and I was aware that it was a stopgap, somewhere safe to take stock of two broken marriages and decide what I wanted for the future. I missed Roberto and wondered whether I’d done the right thing in ending our marriage. Julian missed him too. How had I managed to fail at marriage twice? And with two men who had little in common other than the exhausting emotional toll they took from me. I was on my own for the first time since I was eighteen and felt very low. I knew I could easily fall apart, but I realized I couldn’t afford to do that: I had a son to care for.

Perhaps as a result of all that he had been through, Julian was old for his age and often very serious. I always felt that his face had a medieval quality to it, like carvings I’d seen on ancient gravestones. And I was convinced he’d probably been here before, many times, because he had such innate wisdom. There were many times when he looked after me as much as I did him. He would listen, comfort and do his best to protect me. We shared the particular closeness unique to a single child and single parent.

While I was picking up the pieces after my second marriage I was stunned to read in the papers of a major development in John’s life: he and Yoko had parted. Apparently they had agreed on a trial separation late in 1973 and John had moved to Los Angeles with May Pang, a young Chinese employee.

What might this mean for Julian? Would John be willing now to have contact with me and see his son? I wondered about getting in touch with him, or whether I should just wait and see. I decided, for the moment, to wait.

It seemed that John was going through a strange phase. Over the next few months he hit the headlines several times for being drunk and brawling but he was also creative for the first time in ages, working on a new album and getting together with other musicians, including friends like singer Harry Nilsson and Ringo, to record an album of his favorite songs by other musicians. I hoped that this would prove the start of a more positive period in his life that might include his son. But would he get in touch or should I contact him?

The decision was made for me when I went to London on a business trip in the summer of 1974. I’d always loved doing interior decoration and when I met someone who suggested I did some work for him I couldn’t wait. That evening, after our meeting, I checked into my hotel and I discovered it was the base for the local hookers. Swarms of girls, done up to the nines, and shifty-looking men were traipsing in and out. I felt a bit out of place and in need of company so I rang an old friend and got a crossed line. After a few seconds I recognized the voice I was hearing—it was Patti Harrison’s. We were delighted to be in touch again and she asked me out to dinner that evening.

She was now separated from George, but we caught up on each other’s lives and she introduced me to a group of her friends, one of whom was a record producer: he was about to sail to New York on the SS France with Elton John, then the most successful rock star in the world, who was due to give a series of concerts in the U.S. I mentioned to him that I wanted John to see Julian and he said, “Why not come with us?” I was startled, but could see that it just might work. Patti chipped in and said that her sister Jennie—whom I hadn’t seen since our ill-fated trip to Greece six years earlier—was now living on the outskirts of New York and would gladly put me up while Julian was with John.

The next day I phoned Peter Brown, got John’s number and rang him. He was surprised to hear from me, but not as surprised as I was to get through to him on the first try, after so many years of noncommunication. Our conversation was awkward and neither of us wanted to make small talk, so I got straight to the point and said I’d like to bring Julian over to see him. John sounded pleased with the idea and agreed. I told him I had no money, so he said he’d pay for first-class tickets for us. I was thrilled.

A few days later we sailed from Southampton. The France was a beautiful old ship, and this was to be its final voyage. Julian and I shared a cabin and on the first evening we sat on our own at a large round table for dinner. Elton’s group were nearby and we got chatting to his percussionist, Ray Cooper, and his wife. When Elton, who was a great friend of John’s, realized who we were, he invited us to visit him in his cabin. It was immense, and he proudly showed us an enormous trunk devoted to hundreds of pairs of his trademark glasses. He was charming and I reminded him of an earlier occasion when we had spotted him at Heathrow and he had given Julian his autograph.

Julian was excited at the thought of seeing his dad but nervous too. He was a bright, lovable but shy eleven-year-old and I hoped that John would be proud of him. I knew that after three years they would have a lot to learn about each other and I prayed that they would get on.

Ray Cooper and his wife were very kind to us: they listened as I poured out my fears about our reunion with John. Before we parted Ray said, “Just call me if there’s ever anything I can do for you.” It proved a valuable offer after John’s death, when Julian was in need of help and support.

When the ship docked John was waiting for us on the dock, with May beside him. It was both wonderful and painful to see him again. He was pale and gaunt and clearly nervous. He pecked me on the cheek, then scooped Julian into his arms and hugged him. Then we were introduced to May, a sweet but slightly lost-looking girl of twenty-three.

We were ushered into the limousine, where Julian sat between John and May and I was on the seat behind them. John chatted exclusively to Julian, leaving me an awkward, silent passenger. I was glad I was going to stay with Jennie and could leave them to it. They dropped me at the Pierre Hotel in Midtown New York, where John had booked me a room for the night.

When I got to my room I was still finding it hard to walk straight—after days at sea everything was swaying. I ordered something to eat, then phoned Jennie. Her answering machine picked up, so I called Patti in London. “I’m sure she’s there,” she told me. “I let her know you were coming.”

I tried her numerous times, but when there was still no reply I called John, dreading an icy put-down. To my relief he was sympathetic. He told me he, May and Julian were flying to Los Angeles the next morning and that I could go with them and stay with friends of his, drummer Jim Keltner and his wife, another Cyn.

The next morning I met them at the airport. We got on to the plane together, but my seat was at the back of the first-class section while they sat at the front. It hurt, but I knew John was more comfortable keeping me at a distance. He had always hated reminders of painful episodes in his past and I realized, sadly, that that was all I meant to him now. He liked to make a clean break and move on, but because of Julian he couldn’t do that with me. I could see how hard it must be for him and it wasn’t easy for me, but I was grateful that he hadn’t left me alone in New York.

In Los Angeles we were driven to the Beverly Hills Hotel, where John and May left us, promising to return the next morning and take Julian out for the day. We had a fun evening, flicking through the endless channels on the TV, but when John appeared the next morning Julian burst into tears and kept repeating, “I want Mummy to come.” I did my best to persuade him to go—I knew my presence would make everyone feel awkward—but he hid behind the sofa, cried and refused point-blank to budge unless I went too.

In the end we all went to Disneyland. For me it was an excruciating day. John marched on ahead with Julian, while I tagged along at a distance, feeling redundant. May saved the day: she chatted easily with me and was kind and sensitive toward Julian, who visibly relaxed as time passed.

After a tense lunch in a burger bar and a long, hot afternoon trailing round the rides, I was glad when it was all over. I would rather not have been there at all and John’s clipped manner reinforced my sadness. I still cared for him deeply and had never given up hope that we could be friends and learn to be comfortable with each other. I wondered what he was afraid of—that I would take him to task? That I wanted him back? That Yoko would find out I was there? Perhaps, in the end, it was all of these. And there was nothing I could do about Yoko, who was still in contact with John many times a day, monitoring him. As for wanting him back, or even speaking my mind about what he’d done—I’d moved on. I loved him, but I didn’t want to be with him again, or even to make him feel bad. All I wanted was to be friends, and for him to be there for our son.

After that first day Julian was happy to go out with John and May, and I went to stay with the Keltners, who were lovely people. Amused by my Englishness, they called me Mary Poppins, and when John was working, Julian came over and played with their children. Jim and Cyn confided in me that they didn’t like what had happened to John. According to them, he seemed dominated by Yoko. She called him all the time and he was constantly concerned that he’d be in trouble with her. His nickname for her was “Mother,” and they said he seemed to have a love-hate relationship with her, unable to tear himself away, yet constantly angry and resentful toward her. Apparently, Yoko had engineered his relationship with May and sent them away from the New York apartment in the Dakota building that she and John shared. For whatever reason—boredom with John, irritation, the need for space, perhaps—she had decided that they should be apart but that she would choose the woman he was to be with rather than letting him loose.

I was stunned. If it was true, John had given Yoko a vast amount of power over him. He was playing the naughty child to her controlling parent. It made me shudder. What had happened to the free-spirited, independent John I’d known? Why would he want to put himself so firmly under the thumb of a woman who, by the sound of it, so often didn’t appear to be showing him love and affection?

For me there was an obvious parallel: Aunt Mimi. John had grown up in the shadow of a domineering woman—it was what he knew and was most familiar with. While I had offered the devotion and loving acceptance he had needed after his mother’s death, Yoko offered the security of a mother figure who always knew best. When, in later years, I read comments from Yoko comparing herself to Aunt Mimi I had to smile. She’d got it dead right.

Their relationship may have been set up by Yoko, but John and May seemed genuinely in love. I had noticed their affectionate gestures and the warmth between them, and the Keltners confirmed that May was good for him and made him happy.

In the first few months they’d been together John had hit the headlines a few times for drunken, rowdy behavior in nightclubs—on one famous evening he spent the entire time with a sanitary towel stuck to his forehead, heckling the stage act they had gone to see. Jim and Cyn thought he’d been a bit like a teenager let out of boarding-school; after the restrictions of life with Yoko he was indulging in as much excess as he could. Apparently he had been so cut off with her that he no longer knew how to use a bank or shop in a supermarket. But those riotous early months had passed, and John had become calmer and enjoyed doing the everyday things that the rest of us took for granted, with a woman who offered uncomplicated affection.

While Julian was with John and May, I spent time with Mal Evans, the Beatles former roadie: John had asked him to keep me company and show me around. It was good to see him again. A big bear of a man, he had always been gentle and kind. I’d known his wife, Lil, and their two children—they used to come to Kenwood—so I was sad to hear that he’d left them and was living in L.A. with a new girlfriend.

Mal made sure I had a good time. He took me to a great Mexican restaurant, introduced me to Tequila Sunrises and drove me all round Los Angeles. He, too, was sad about the change in John, and shook his head when Yoko’s name was mentioned. On the last evening of our two-week stay he asked us all over to his house. I had told him how hard I found John’s awkwardness, and Mal, ever the supportive Mr. Fix-it, wanted to help. It seemed to work. While Mal poured the drinks John and May sat down with me and we chatted. At last I saw a glimmer of hope that things would ease: for the first and only time since our divorce, John seemed to put aside his guilt and embarrassment and relax with me. “How’s Roberto?” he asked. I told him we’d parted, and he said he was sorry: “Are you okay?” I told him I was, and filled him in on the life Julian and I were leading, back in Meols. John reminisced about Liverpool and old friends, and asked me to give them his love.

Halfway through the evening Yoko called. My heart sank. Would John revert to being the sulky boy with his tail between his legs? Surprisingly, he didn’t. He came back to join us, still smiling. “Julian’s a lovely boy,” he told me. “I can’t believe how grown up he is, Cyn. He’s not a little boy anymore. I can really talk to him now.”

By the end of the evening I was optimistic. The thaw had begun. John and Julian had spent time together, John and I were talking, and he was with a woman who was supportive of his relationship with his son.

“We’ll try to get Julian over again soon,” May told me, when I said I hoped John wouldn’t leave it for another three years. I liked her and hoped their relationship would last.

I flew back to England with Julian, who was happy and full of stories about John—he’d recorded Julian playing drums in the studio, then used the result on one of the tracks for his new album, Walls and Bridges. When it came out a few months later, Julian was credited, which thrilled him.

After our visit Julian talked to his father on the phone every few weeks. Mostly it was John who phoned, but Julian plucked up the courage to call him sometimes too. He was still in awe of his father, perhaps unsurprisingly since John was not only very distant but also a globally famous rock star. But I had real hope now that, in time, Julian would feel more at ease with him.

Toward Christmas John invited Julian over for the festivities. He was delighted and so was I. This time there was no need for me to go: I could put him on a plane, in the care of a flight attendant, and John would meet him at the other end. Everything went as planned and Julian took off, a little nervous but very excited.

By this time John and May had moved into an apartment overlooking the Hudson River in New York. Julian described it as small and very white, with two bedrooms. There was a balcony they had sat out on and he told me that one night John had seen a UFO from there.

May was like a big sister to Julian: she knew how to talk to him and they were at ease with each other, although John was still often distant and awkward. However, Julian had started to learn the guitar at school, so John showed him some new chords and they enjoyed playing together.

Julian’s Christmas present from John was a drum machine that played all kinds of rhythms. He loved it and they tried it out with their guitars. John, apparently, was gadget mad, and Julian was bowled over by the TV, with its separate box for changing channels—the forerunner of today’s remote control. It was the cause of the worst moment in Julian’s holiday. One morning while May was out shopping and John was sleeping late in the living room, Julian, bored and waiting for his dad to wake up, crept in and started to play with the channel box. Although he tried to do it quietly the clicks woke John, who leapt up and shouted at him. Julian, shocked and frightened, ran back to his room. From then on he had to watch John’s moods constantly to avoid accidentally provoking him.

I was furious with John for putting yet another barrier between himself and his son—it had been a wild overreaction to a minor incident. He could be astonishingly insensitive and cruel and gave no thought to the consequence for their relationship, which made Julian ever more wary around him. But none of this stopped Julian worshiping him and he was delighted when his father mentioned having him over again in the summer.

Things seemed set for a much more positive future until, soon after Julian’s return, we heard that John had gone back to Yoko, who was pregnant. The baby was expected in October. I said little to Julian, other than how exciting it would be to have a brother or sister, and that I hoped he’d still be able to go over as planned. But privately I was worried. Would this be the end of our newfound rapport with John? I was also sad for May, who I imagined must be hurt. Yoko had dismissed her fifteen months with John as his “lost weekend,” and John made a statement saying that his separation from Yoko hadn’t been a success. I prayed that this was the right move for him and that he’d stay in touch with Julian.

Initially he did: he phoned Julian as before, every few weeks. But the calls became less frequent, and all too often when Julian tried to phone John he couldn’t get through. Yoko, or one of their employees, would tell him that John was sleeping or busy. Discouraged, Julian would wait weeks before trying again.

On John’s thirty-fifth birthday, October 9, 1975, Yoko gave birth to their son, Sean. I was impressed by the timing and, despite my misgivings on Julian’s behalf, glad for Yoko, who had had several miscarriages since she’d been with John.

Julian was eager to see his baby brother, but the planned summer visit never materialized and it was another two years before he met Sean.

In the meantime I had a new man. My old college friend Helen Anderson, now a dress designer, had introduced me to a TV engineer called John Twist. He was six years younger than me, and before long we had begun to see each other. One day he arrived at my bungalow in his car, with his dog on the back seat, and told me he’d lost his job and his home. I was unsure of what to do. Although I liked him, I wasn’t ready to let him move in. Still, never good at saying no, that was exactly what I did. It was not until much later that I learned he had been married when I met him. I was horrified: I would never have wanted him to do such a thing, but by the time I discovered the truth we had been living together for some time. Still, a seed of mistrust had been planted and although John was charming and always keen to please me, I never felt quite sure of him again.

Before I’d met John, I had bought a beautiful rundown old cottage in Llandurnog, north Wales, for fifteen thousand pounds, planning to do it up. The work took about a year to complete, but eventually John, Julian and I moved in. Although John and I had fun together, part of me knew that he was not the man of my dreams. Not only did I feel I couldn’t entirely trust him, but it became clear gradually that he had little genuine rapport with Julian. However, never one to give up on a relationship if I thought there was a chance of making it work, I put my doubts to one side and we married on May 1, 1976, in Glendywr register office. It was only when Helen Anderson said to me at the wedding party afterward, “Why on earth have you married him, Cyn?” that I admitted to myself I’d made a mistake. If only she’d said it before the ceremony I might not have gone through with it. John and Yoko had sent us a telegram, saying “Congratulations, good luck, God bless the three of you, love John and Yoko,” and I took this as an encouraging sign.

A few weeks later, John rang and invited Julian over for a holiday and to meet Sean. Julian was thirteen now, at Ruthin School, just into north Wales. His friend Justin was there too, and Julian seemed happy, doing well in art. He had joined the Combined Cadet Force and became cadet of the year. He was delighted by his father’s invitation, so I put him on a plane with presents for Sean and reassurances, more for my sake than his, that everything would be fine.

Julian adored Sean, who was almost a year old. On the phone he told me that his baby brother was crawling, and sat on his lap to watch television.

Two young teenage relatives of Yoko’s—Julian was never sure who they were—were also visiting. I knew that Yoko still had no contact with her daughter and imagined that perhaps she and John had decided to have the girls at the same time as Julian to make it easier for her. They took all the children to Long Island for a holiday, which seemed to pass relatively smoothly.

However, when he got home Julian told me he’d been mugged in New York. He’d been for a walk, seen a harmonica in a music shop and told John he wanted to buy it. His father had told him to go ahead, but Julian was shy and afraid of going into the shop alone. John, perhaps wanting to toughen him up and encourage him to be independent, wouldn’t go with him or send anyone else. He told Julian, “If you want it, go on your own.” Eventually Julian set off, but as he stood outside the shop, plucking up the courage to go in, he was leapt on by two boys who hit him and stole his money. Luckily I didn’t know about it until after he’d come home, or I would have let John know exactly what I thought about him encouraging such a young boy to go out on the streets of New York alone.

Although Julian was glad to see his father again, he felt like an outsider in John and Yoko’s home, and they did little to help him feel part of the family. There were many occasions on which he had felt excluded, when, with a little effort, John and Yoko could have put him at ease. I was upset that John was not more sensitive to this, especially as he knew how hard it was to be on the edge of a family unit. When he was Julian’s age and had visited his mother’s home, he’d felt like an outsider too, because Julia, Bobby and the girls lived together while he was with Mimi and could only visit them. I had hoped that, with this in mind, John would make an extra effort to include Julian, but sadly he didn’t.

Neither was he conscious of the difference between Sean’s and Julian’s lifestyles. While Julian lived in a modest Welsh cottage with limited possessions and money, Sean’s bedroom was full of the most expensive toys money could buy. John had boasted publicly of splashing out on anything and everything Sean might want, yet he gave Julian only modest presents at birthdays and Christmas. Julian was not a materialistic child, but he was sensitive and he could not help noticing the gifts, time and attention that his father lavished on his brother.

I learned later, from John’s sister Julia who was in touch with him by phone at this time, that John felt guilty about the way he had treated Julian and, determined not to repeat his mistakes, made an extra effort with Sean. But how was Julian supposed to know this unless John told him—or at least attempted to make up for lost time? As it was, he was left only too keenly aware of the difference between his relationship with his father and Sean’s. If only John had tried harder when Julian was there and hadn’t felt so awkward around him, things might have been different. Julian loved John and longed to be close to him, but as a shy teenager far from home and everything familiar, he needed encouragement. I’m sure John loved Julian, but he was never able to show his elder son the affection he so badly needed.
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Ever since the divorce settlement I had relied on interest from Julian’s trust fund to pay his school fees. When Sean was born the fund was cut in half, reducing the amount of interest I could draw, as well as the amount Julian would eventually inherit. This was a blow and I found it hard, given that John was now worth many millions of pounds, that he hadn’t left Julian’s fund intact and set up a new one for Sean. Also, John and Yoko were still trustees of the fund, with me, and I needed their signatures on every withdrawal. There was always a delay, which often left me overdrawn at the bank as I waited for the money to be released. And the trust was not making the amount of interest I thought it should.

Encouraged by Julian’s visit to the States, I decided to appeal directly to John. My letter was cautious, polite and to the point. I explained that, as he and Yoko were out of the country, it was impossibly difficult for me to get at Julian’s money:


Nothing can proceed without your signature—it means I’m forever overdrawn at the bank and have to wait on the convenience of your lawyers …I want the best for Julian, and his standard of life shouldn’t suffer because of lack of good management on your part, which has been happening since the fund was set up … The money, instead of having doubled through good investment, is dwindling through lack of interest on your part … It’s just so important that this whole arrangement is sorted out without animosity or aggravation … The way things are going Julian’s financial prospects when he is 25 will be virtually nil and he is going to want to know why … It is one thing fighting for your rights but totally ridiculous fighting against your own son’s interests, which is what seems to be happening.



I suggested to John that we appoint trustees in Britain and perhaps separate the two halves of the trust fund to make things simpler. I ended, “Take care of yourself, Yoko and little Sean—he looks beautiful. And thank Yoko for being so kind to Julian when he was with you last summer, especially for arranging the Concorde flight. It will be something for him to remember for the rest of his life. Love to you all. Cyn.”

To my relief John responded positively, and it was made easier for me to draw on the money. I was glad that he still had enough common sense to grasp that there was no point in making my life or Julian’s any harder. I felt I’d taken a small step forward in our dealings, but my sense of satisfaction was short-lived.

Around this time John Twist and I went to live in Ireland for a year. He had persuaded me to go so that I could write a book about my life, and we found a cottage in a small village, Kilmacanock, in County Wicklow. A publisher was interested and I went ahead. I was reluctant to delve deep at that stage and it was a superficial, lightweight book. I think John Twist believed it would make our fortune, but all it did was provoke fury in John and Yoko. The News of the World published a lurid story announcing its publication and alongside it they ran pictures of John and Yoko. Fearing some huge exposé, John and Yoko tried to get the book stopped. They failed because I wasn’t exposing anything. Far from it. I was so concerned for Julian’s welfare that I had deliberately avoided putting in anything that might offend them. But the threat of litigation was once again in the air.

While we lived in Ireland Julian boarded at Ruthin School. He’d been reluctant to do so, and had left me countless notes around the house beforehand saying, “Don’t make me do this.” I promised that if he didn’t like it I’d come straight back. But he loved it and had a very happy year.

By 1978 we were back anyway because I didn’t enjoy being away from Julian or my mother. We bought an old townhouse in Ruthin and did it up, and soon afterward I spotted a building in the center of the town that I thought I would turn into a bistro and bed-and-breakfast business. I didn’t have enough money to buy it, but we secured a mortgage and started converting it.

Eventually we opened Oliver’s Bistro, and above it, the bed-and-breakfast business that John’s parents were to run. Above that there was a small flat, where my mother lived. When John and Yoko tried to get my book stopped, she had been upset and suffered a stroke shortly afterward. Then she began to show symptoms of Alzheimer’s.

We invited Angie McCartney to come and work for us at the bistro. She had been married to Paul’s brother Mike and had gone through a host of problems, including bulimia and anorexia, all of which meant that when they divorced he had been awarded custody of their three daughters. Angie was a fabulous cook and we wanted to help her get back on her feet. She had a room in the B-and-B and her children stayed with us when they visited her at weekends.

It was a hectic period. With the bistro, the bed-and-breakfast business, Mum becoming increasingly forgetful and Angie’s erratic behavior—she regularly failed to appear for her shifts—life was full and I was often exhausted. I enjoyed being busy and having people around, it suited me better than being alone, but at times I wondered if I’d taken on too much, especially as my marriage, rocky from the start, was foundering.

In the spring of 1979 John invited Julian to the States for his sixteenth birthday in the Easter holidays. The two still spoke over the phone occasionally and Julian wanted to be in touch with John as he hoped to become a musician and already had a fledgling band. I knew that his father’s support and advice would mean a great deal to him.

It was with high hopes that Julian flew to the States at the beginning of April. After a few days in New York John announced that they were all going to Florida on holiday. He sent Julian ahead with a young man named Fred Seaman, his personal assistant, who drove them in a Mercedes station wagon. John told Julian that he’d enjoy the trip and the rest of the family would follow shortly. Fred was friendly and kind, but Julian was keenly aware that his father had fobbed him off.

When John and the others arrived, a day or two later, Fred was giving Julian a driving lesson. John was furious that he had done this without his permission and shouted at both of them. Julian took cover in his bedroom.

For some reason—Julian had no idea why—John decided to celebrate Julian’s birthday a few days early by taking the whole family out in a boat with the birthday cake. Things went well until he realized that someone in a nearby boat had recognized him. Instantly the party ended even though the cake hadn’t been cut, and they headed for the shore. Julian had his cake at the house, but no alternative celebration. He was delighted with his present, though: a motorbike that John had had delivered to our home in Wales a few weeks earlier.

John’s erratic behavior around Julian continued—fun one moment and violent anger the next. And he could be like this with Sean too, reducing the little boy to tears of terror. Fred Seaman, or sometimes Yoko, would act as a buffer when John lost his temper. Julian was constantly on tenterhooks, sensing that an eruption was coming and retreating to his room in the hope of avoiding it.

One incident in particular did him lasting damage. The whole family had been having fun, making Mickey Mouse pancakes and fooling around, when Julian giggled. John turned on him and screamed, “I can’t stand the way you fucking laugh! Never let me hear your fucking horrible laugh again.” He continued with a tirade of abuse until Julian fled once again to his room in tears. It was monstrously cruel and has affected him ever since. To this day he seldom laughs.

Julian returned home with bleak reports of the eccentric life John and Yoko led in the Dakota building. Yoko ran their business empire from another apartment downstairs, known as Studio One (they owned five in the building). She hardly ever appeared in the family apartment, and often slept in her office, where she had a bed. Meanwhile, Sean was looked after by a nanny, Helen Seaman, Fred’s aunt, while John spent much of his time in bed. Julian would lurk outside his room, occasionally plucking up the courage to go in. John would be sitting in bed with his guitar, the phone, a coffee and the TV on. He liked to watch the news and would shout at the TV, “That’s a load of crap,” when he didn’t agree with something. After a while Julian would slip away to play with Sean. He saw no evidence that John was a devoted househusband or Sean’s carer. Helen looked after Sean, and there were periods when he saw little of either parent. Far from baking bread or playing with Sean, John seemed to live in his own small world in the bedroom. He had relinquished all power to Yoko, who, he told Julian, “knows best,” and he appeared to have little interest in making music or anything else.

Back in Wales Julian continued to ring John, but all too often he was unable to get past Yoko. Julia, John’s sister, experienced the same response. When, on rare occasions, Julian managed to reach his father, John seemed glad to hear from him and would chat happily about what he was up to.

By late 1980 Julian began to feel that there was a genuine breakthrough in his relationship with his father. John was at last making a new album, Double Fantasy. He began to call Julian more often. It was as though, with his creative juices flowing, he had woken up and realized his son needed him. He even played Julian tracks from the album and asked his opinion, something he had never done before and which gave Julian’s confidence an enormous boost.

Then, just as it looked as though they might be forging a closer relationship and that John’s life was turning round, he was shot outside the Dakota building returning from a recording session. It was just before eleven, on that terrible December 8 night, when a supposed fan, Mark Chapman, who had asked John for his autograph earlier that day and exchanged friendly words with him, shot him four times. John was hit twice in the back and twice in the shoulder. A fifth bullet missed him. Yoko had been a couple of steps behind him and it must have been appalling for her to witness. John staggered up the six steps outside the Dakota building before he fell. As Yoko screamed for an ambulance, the porter, who knew John well, covered him with his jacket, then pressed a button that connected him straight to the police. They arrived within a couple of minutes, decided there was no time to wait for an ambulance, carried John to their car and sped him to hospital. John died from massive blood loss shortly after they arrived.

That morning Julian woke in our home in Wales and knew that something was wrong. I was away from home, and as he looked at the reporters gathering outside our door, he knew that something must have happened to John. He went to find John Twist, who told him, as I had asked, to wait for me to get home from London. But Julian was devastated.

When I arrived home we cried together, each trying to comfort the other. Julian was determined to go to New York but I was reluctant to let him be on his own. In the end he insisted and I took him to the airport. At seventeen Julian had begun to look uncannily like John, the same aquiline profile, the same slim build. Julian wore his hair long, and in his leather jacket and jeans he could almost have been the young John. Watching him walk toward the plane was heartbreaking. I knew he would be bracing himself for what lay ahead and that he’d find a way to cope. Still, I longed to protect him from the searing pain I understood only too well, not just because I too mourned John but because I knew what it was like to lose your father at seventeen.

Julian described that journey as being in “the twilight zone.” Nothing was real: all he saw around him were headlines about his father and all he wanted was to be where his father had last been.

Fred Seaman met him at the airport and took him back to the apartment, offering sympathy on the way. Outside the Dakota building hundreds of fans were holding a vigil, chanting John’s songs, which were being played on almost every radio station across the country.

As Julian and Fred emerged from the car, Julian was mobbed by crowds of fans and press, wild with excitement at the sight of John’s son. There was chaos as bulbs flashed and people screamed at him. Julian, unprepared for this, put his hands in front of his face and was hustled through the crowd to the car-park entrance of the building, fortunately avoiding the spot where John had fallen.

Inside the Dakota there was no sign of Yoko or Sean, who had been taken off by his nanny. Yoko had said that Sean wasn’t to be told of John’s death until she was ready to talk to him herself. Fred, Julian said, was devastated. He had spent a lot of time with John over the last two years and had loved him very much. At one point Fred drew Julian aside and told him quietly to be prepared for the fact that Yoko was not going to include him in any arrangements. “She will do anything to keep you in your place,” he said. “Sean is the only person who matters to her. There’s simply no place for you in her world.” Fred’s message was pretty brutal but it was proven absolutely true over the next weeks and months.

Lost, confused and shocked, Julian had no idea what to do or where to go. He just sat in the kitchen–cum–living room, waiting, as various employees came and went. Eventually he was invited to see Yoko, who was in bed in the large room that she and John had shared. She was calm and composed. She offered to take Julian down and show him where John had fallen and where he had crawled after he was shot, the spot still stained with his blood. “Do you want to see John before he is cremated?” she asked. Julian declined both offers and told her he preferred to remember his father as he had known him.

“I don’t know how to tell Sean,” Yoko admitted, in a rare moment of vulnerability. Julian advised her to tell him straight, and she asked Julian if he would do it with her. She knew Sean would have to be told soon—he had already seen Julian and was excited that his big brother had arrived but kept asking, “Why’s Julian here? Where’s Dad?” Julian, who is hopeless at lying, had no idea what to say to him.

The next day Yoko and Julian sat down together with Sean. “In the end we both talked to him,” Julian told me. “We told him Daddy was dead and when he finally understood he burst into tears and I cuddled him. I told him the man who killed our dad would go to court. Sean said, “Do you mean a tennis court or a basketball court?” I said, “No, it’s a different kind of court.”

Yoko later issued a statement saying:


I told Sean what happened. I showed him the picture of his father on the cover of the paper and explained the situation. I took Sean to the spot where John lay after he was shot. Sean wanted to know why the person shot John if he liked John. I explained that he was probably a confused person. Sean said we should find out if he was confused or if he really had meant to kill John. I said that was up to the court. He asked what court—a tennis court or a basketball court? That’s how Sean used to talk with his father. They were buddies. John would have been proud of Sean if he had heard this. Sean cried later. He also said, “Now Daddy is a part of God. I guess when you die you become much more bigger because you’re part of everything.”

I don’t have much more to add to Sean’s statement. The silent vigil will take place December 14th at 2 p.m. for ten minutes.

Our thoughts will be with you.
Love, Yoko and Sean



This statement, published in newspapers around the world, summed up so much of what Julian had had to go through. There was no mention of his being there with Yoko when she told Sean. Yoko even quoted Julian’s words as her own. There was no mention that John’s older son had also lost his father. And Julian’s name was not added to the signature. The insensitivity of this took my breath away. I knew John would have been just as proud of Julian as of Sean. Julian showed immense courage and composure throughout the terrible days after his father’s death, and on top of this he had to endure being excluded from all Yoko’s public responses to John’s death.

The morning after Sean was told, Julian was asked to go to Yoko’s room. “Would you like to touch it?” she said, indicating an urn that stood over the fireplace. Julian stopped in his tracks and stared in horror. Almost on autopilot he did as he was told. It was still warm.

No doubt Yoko meant well—perhaps she thought it would help Julian to say good-bye or feel connected to his father—but for Julian it came as the rudest shock to realize that the urn contained his father’s ashes. It was just over forty-eight hours since John had died and although Julian had known there would be no funeral—Yoko had made a public statement to this effect—he wasn’t ready to be presented with a jar and told it contained the remains of his father. The shock stayed with him for a long time afterward.

However, Yoko also suggested he might like a friend to keep him company, an offer he accepted gratefully; he asked for Justin. The whole thing was arranged speedily and Justin was soon in New York. Then she came up with the idea that Fred should take Julian and Justin to the house at Cold Spring Harbor on Long Island that she and John had bought the previous year. She thought it might be nicer for them to be away from the crowds surrounding the Dakota building. She and Sean would join them later so that Sean didn’t have to see the crowds gathered outside their home for the silent vigil in memory of John on December 14. A hundred thousand people gathered in Central Park, next to the Dakota; all normal radio and television programs were suspended so that people around the world could take part. In the Long Island house Yoko forbade anyone to put on the TV or radio, to protect Sean from what was going on. Julian slipped quietly to his room and lay on his bed while the vigil was in progress to think about his father.

It took place instead of a funeral: Yoko had felt a funeral would be impossible with so many fans around. She had arranged for the early cremation because she didn’t want fans to find out where John’s body was and morbid crowd scenes to erupt. It must have been hard for her to have to decide all this after the shock of his death, and I sympathized, although it was upsetting for many of those who had known and loved John to be denied a funeral or memorial service.

In the Dakota building the apartment next to the main one was used solely for John’s instruments. It held the white piano on which he had composed “Imagine,” at Tittenhurst, as well as dozens of guitars. Julian and Justin spent a lot of time in there, listening to John’s music.

When I asked Justin, who is still a close friend of Julian, for his memories of that time, he wrote:


It was very surreal being there at the Dakota, there were crowds of people for days across the road on the edge of Central Park, with police barriers etc. I remember looking down from the windows and seeing the vigil, candles, at night and hearing the people singing songs.

We would enter the Dakota via an underground parking lot just to the west of the main entrance where it had all happened. I remember how shocking it was to pass by the main entrance.

We stayed in the apartment where John, Yoko and Sean had all lived. Julian and I slept on white Japanese futons in a big white room.

It seemed like John had just stepped out for a little while, though I had never been there before. His stuff was still around the apartment. I remember looking at the stereo system in the open-plan kitchen/living area where we spent most of our time, thinking that only a few days ago he would have been playing music on it, or watching TV sitting on the couch. You just felt his presence everywhere. Yoko would spend a lot of time in her bedroom, coming out occasionally and we would sit together and have tea, and eat together sometimes. They had a chef.

Elliot Mintz [a former disc-jockey who had become a close friend and confidant of Yoko and John’s] was around a lot and there were others in and out, mainly staff from John and Yoko’s offices downstairs. Basically it seemed people were pretty dazed, but still functioning, trying to make sense of it all and being supportive to Yoko, Julian and Sean. Sean seemed too young to quite understand what was going on. I remember him as a sweet and gentle boy. His room was near the main kitchen/living area and he would be in there quite a bit, playing, just doing what a normal five-year-old would do, I imagine.

Yoko seemed dazed, understandably, but cognizant. I found her to be a very intelligent woman, she commanded a certain respect. She spoke to us as adults, though we were teenagers.

It was a terribly sad thing to be a part of and one that forever changed me. I loved John’s music myself; the first album that was bought for me as a kid was Abbey Road. I remember Julian giving me a copy of Mind Games. His dad had given him some copies on one of Julian’s previous visits. I loved that album, especially the title track.

While at the Dakota I remember Julian and I going into the apartment next to theirs that they also owned. John used this one for storage for his musical instruments and to write and make rough demos. All his guitars were in a room or large closet, and I recognized some of them from Beatles footage. There was an upright piano that Julian would tinker on. There was a record player that we placed on the floor in the middle of the room and I remember we put on the Plastic Ono Band album. We sat on the floor and listened over and over to some of the tracks and we cried. I shall not forget that.

At other times Elliot would take us out and show us the sights in New York—I had never been there before. We also went to John and Yoko’s other house in Cold Spring Harbor, Long Island, at the edge of the sea, for a week or so. It was a very cold winter, the sea was frozen over. We would swim in the outside pool which had a plastic bubble over it to keep the heat in, it was like a sauna. We had fun running from the house through the snow into that. There was a pool table at the house. We’d play pool and listen to the jukebox a lot. I think Fred was staying with us there.

So it was all a curious mix of terrible sadness and loss, and in a way adventure, for me and possibly for Julian. He seemed like he was keeping it together and I think Yoko felt that we should try to make the most of the trip, get out and do stuff. I don’t know how Julian was feeling inside, though I can only imagine. My feelings then and in retrospect were that it was so sad for him because he was just starting to develop a better relationship with his dad, they were becoming friends. From the outside it seemed that John was wanting to reconnect with Julian and be more available to him. That is conjecture on my part, but I believe it to be true.



In many ways, Justin’s description sums up that time for Julian. He was miserable about his father’s death but Justin’s presence allowed him to have some fun—they could almost forget, for a few hours, what had happened, and just be kids in America.

After a week or two Julian wanted to come home, but Yoko asked him to stay on to join her at the groundbreaking ceremony for the Strawberry Fields site. This was a section of Central Park, opposite the Dakota building, which was to be dedicated to John’s memory. The ceremony would take place in front of a gathering of the world’s press and Yoko urged Julian to be there, for the sake of family unity, and even asked him to wear John’s cap and scarf. Julian felt under pressure and agreed, hoping it would improve relations between the different sides of John’s family. He hated every moment of it and couldn’t wait to get inside and tear off the cap and scarf. Wearing his father’s things in public was too painful for him and he felt that, in asking him to wear them, Yoko was not only wanting him to look like John but was also trying to make it appear that she and Julian were close. This was far from true—in fact, he felt she had little interest in him.

Before Julian left, Yoko offered both him and Sean one of John’s guitars. Julian asked for one he had always loved, a black Yamaha inlaid with a pearl dragon. He remembered John playing Sean songs on it. Yoko told him he couldn’t have that one and gave him two others instead, which, sadly, he didn’t recognize and which therefore had no meaning for him. These were the only possessions of John’s Julian was ever given, yet when he returned to the Dakota building on another occasion he saw that Sean had the full use of all John’s musical equipment, including the guitar Julian had wanted.

Julian was home in time for Christmas. I had been anxious about him the whole time he was in New York and was relieved to have him home. But he was despondent and unhappy, not only because his father had died, but because he’d found Yoko’s attitude hurtful. Her behavior over John’s possessions was indicative to him of how little interest Yoko had in him and he felt he had only been asked to go to New York because it would have looked bad otherwise.

He wasn’t the only one who appeared to be very much on the outside. After John’s death none of his relatives were privately informed or contacted, though the speed of the media reaction did make that difficult. “Relatives only want you for your money,” Yoko reportedly told Julian. A sad and, in my experience of John’s family, untrue perception. I don’t think they were ever interested in his money: they just loved him because he was part of them.

We got through Christmas and into the New Year as quietly as we could. The press were still turning up daily and I was still working in the bistro with John Twist and Angie. Julian was at a loose end, spending his days sleeping or going over to Justin’s house a couple of miles away. I watched him closely, worried that he would sink into depression. There was no escaping John for any of us: his records filled the charts. Double Fantasy, the album released a few weeks before he had died, hadn’t been doing particularly well, but after his death it sold six million copies. His songs were on the radio all the time, old interviews were replayed, the papers were full of articles and tributes to him, and souvenirs like ties and mugs appeared in the shops. If he had been popular in life, he was ten times more so in death. That he’d had to die to receive the accolades seemed terrible.

Shortly after John’s death Yoko issued a single, “Walking on Ice,” which contained snippets of John’s voice interspersed with her singing. I found it macabre, but it was her most successful single ever. She followed it with an album, Season of Glass, which had a picture on the front of John’s broken, blood-stained glasses, taken from the scene where he had died. In an interview she said that she had wanted to bring home to people the reality of what had happened, but for Julian it was all too apparent without an unhappy reminder of his father’s death in every record store.

In the New Year we received a surprising visitor: Fred Seaman. He had traveled from New York to tell us that John had kept detailed diaries for the last six years before he died. Apparently a few months earlier, on a trip to Bermuda, he had said that if anything ever happened to him he wanted Fred to pass the diaries to Julian.

Fred had taken them from the Dakota building and given them into what he had thought was the safe keeping of a “friend” in New York. This person had promised to copy them so that Fred could return the originals to Yoko, but had then realized their value, and refused to hand them back to him. He was still trying to retrieve them, and hoped to be able to pass them on eventually to Julian. We appreciated his kindness in coming to let us know and spent a nostalgic evening with him, talking about John.

Julian was terribly excited and touched that John had wanted him to have something so personal. He hoped the diaries would help him understand his father, and that by reading his most private thoughts of the past few years, he would be able to get beneath the surface of the father he’d never really had the chance to know.

Sadly, though, he never read them because Fred never got them back. They were returned, for a fee, to Yoko, who had Fred arrested on a charge of grand larceny. In 1983 he was sentenced to five years’ probation, later reduced to three. The diaries remain in Yoko’s possession but Julian has the comfort of knowing that John intended them for him.

We knew that John had left a will, but had no idea of its terms. However, I was certain that John would have left Julian a financial legacy. Whatever his faults as a father, he had loved Julian and would have wanted to ensure that he was recognized as his son and provided for. It was inconceivable to me that he would neglect this duty. My only worry was that, because John had had no interest in legal matters and always left them to others, he might not have made sure that things were as straightforward as possible. I remembered the difficulty I’d had with the trust fund.

Eventually we were told that John had left his fortune, then considered to be well in excess of a hundred million pounds (and subsequently increased to several hundred million) to Yoko and the issue of John and Yoko: Julian, Sean and Kyoko. The trustees were Yoko and the Lennons’ lawyers.

We expected that it would take some time for the terms of the will to be fulfilled. But when, after a year or more, nothing had happened, we asked our lawyers to investigate. They advised us that, because Yoko and her lawyers were the trustees of the fund, whether or not Julian got any money was in their hands, despite the fact that John’s wealth would have been enough to run a small country.
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John’s death hit me and Julian hard. I was grieving for the man I had loved as a husband and partner, Julian for the father he never really knew and needed so badly. For some months he appeared to be spiraling out of control and I worried about him. He was angry with me, blaming me for the break-up with John, for not being stronger, for not making him behave like a proper father. He wanted to push me away and I understood, but it still hurt.

There was little comfort for us in seeing John’s killer jailed. John’s death had been so unnecessary and for both of us the hardest part of losing him was the loss of hope—for me that we would one day be friends again, able to laugh together, enjoy past memories and talk about the son we both loved, and for Julian that he and John would become close, understand each other and spend time together. I knew that Julian’s loss was by far the greater one. I had had something wonderful with John that I could always look back on. But Julian lost the possibility that John would make up to him for past neglect and become the father he had always wanted.

Not long before he died John gave an interview to Newsweek in which he said: “I hadn’t seen my first son grow up and now there’s a seventeen-year-old man on the phone talking about motorbikes. I was not there for his childhood at all. I was on tour. I don’t know how the game works, but there’s a price to pay for inattention to children. And if I don’t give him attention from zero to five then I’m damn well gonna have to give it to him from sixteen to twenty, because it’s owed, it’s like the law of the universe.”

I felt sure that, if John had lived, so much might have been possible. He had been making more effort toward Julian before he died and, judging by the Newsweek interview, he was aware that he had neglected Julian and intended to make up for it. Also, persistent rumors that John’s second marriage was far from happy and that Yoko was considering divorcing him heightened my sense that in time many things might have changed. But time had run out and we had to cope with what was, not what might have been. I had to move on, and most important I had to find a way to help Julian to move on.

By this time my marriage had collapsed and I had to sell the bistro, bring Mum to live with me and make tough decisions about my future. But I wasn’t in any state to make decisions. Both Julian and I were in a low state: we had both been knocked off course by John’s death and floundered, each trying to find a new sense of direction and purpose.

I knew that I’d get myself back on track, but I wanted to help Julian find some direction in his life. There was nothing for him in north Wales. He had helped out in the bistro for a while but other than that he was hanging around or being chased around town by the local bullies, who singled him out for being John’s son and were unable to believe that he wasn’t secretly stinking rich.

As he wanted to go into the music business, I rang a few old contacts. I had thought George Martin might be able to give him a job, even if it was just making tea in the studios, but he couldn’t. After a few more false starts I remembered Elton John’s percussionist, Ray Cooper, and the promise he’d made us on board the SS France. “Send him to me,” Ray said. “I’ll put him up for a few months and introduce him to a few people.”

So Julian, now eighteen, was packed off to London to find his musical direction. Ray was now living with a Greek girl who had once been married to Magic Alex. Julian had been playing in a band with Justin, and had also begun composing on the piano I’d bought him for his sixteenth birthday—a beautiful, hand-carved upright Steinway. I remember walking down the stairs one day when he was playing and singing, and being startled because he sounded like John all over again. Now Julian’s greatest wish was to prove himself good enough to earn a recording contract. I hoped he would do it, but I feared for him because of the inevitable comparisons with his father.

For a while things seemed uncertain. After six months with Ray, who gave him all sorts of valuable introductions, Julian got his own flat. Eventually the press got wind of who he was and stories began to appear in the papers. He was photographed in L’Escargot, a famous London restaurant, dressed in drag with Karen O’Connor—daughter of comedian and TV star Des—pointing a gun at his head. Of course the press had a field day with that one, even though it was just two kids fooling around after a few drinks. He hadn’t even seen that Karen was pointing the gun at him because he was looking at the camera.

Nightclubs began to offer him free entry, knowing that he was a magnet for the press, and plenty of other bad-boy stories appeared. The impression was that Julian, if not going off the rails, was certainly enjoying his share of youthful wild living. There were regular items in the papers about him and various girls, mostly blond models who confessed their love for “so shy Julian.” I laughed at most of it, knowing it was wildly exaggerated. Julian phoned me regularly to reassure me that he wasn’t actually dating every dizzy blond he was pictured with.

In April 1982 his nineteenth birthday party was held at String-fellows and I was there to join in the fun. The highlight came when Julian was presented with a white horse by Stephanie LaMotta, daughter of former boxer Jake, whose story was told in the film Raging Bull. Everyone was stunned when she made a dramatic entrance with the horse—but, as with so much else, it was a publicity stunt, set up to cash in on Julian’s name.

From the stories in the papers the public might have concluded that Julian was John’s spoiled millionaire playboy son. In fact, nothing could have been further from the truth. Soon after Julian had given an interview saying he had no money, Yoko agreed to give him an allowance of a hundred dollars a week, which she called “beer money” and said was quite enough for a young man of his age. She insisted that he would only blow it if he had more. But Julian found it humiliating to take handouts from her when he felt he should already have received a share of his father’s estate. I was angry too. It wasn’t that I wanted Julian to be rolling in money; if he had received a share of John’s I’d have wanted him to invest it for the future or contribute to good causes, rather than just spend it. But the point was not what Julian might or might not do with the money: it was that John had wanted him to have it.

While our lawyers continued in their attempts to resolve this and Julian carried on writing songs in London, the legend of John Lennon grew daily greater. Within two months of his death he had sold two million records in Britain alone, and tribute songs were released by everyone from George Harrison, who had his biggest hit in eight years with “All Those Years Ago,” to Elton John, Paul Simon, Pink Floyd, Mike Oldfield, Queen and Roxy Music.

I was touched when Paul McCartney wrote his own tribute to John, a lovely song called “Here Today,” which showed his affection for his old friend. The two had never been close after the Beatles’ split, but I know they’d met and talked a number of times. John’s style was to walk away and stay away—as he did with me: once his mind was made up he didn’t go back. But he and Paul had had a deep and enduring affection for each other since they were teenagers and it had never disappeared.

In addition to all the tributes, John’s death sparked a dramatic increase in the rock memorabilia market. Anything that had belonged to John went for enormous sums at auction. I was amused when our Rolls-Royce—the one John had painted in psychedelic colors—was sold for $2.2 million at Sotheby’s the year after John’s death. If only I’d asked him to include it in my divorce settlement! Meanwhile, Yoko was selling limited editions of John’s artwork, engraved in marble. A few friends received these as presents, but not Julian. Instead he received Christmas and birthday presents of John’s sketches printed on a metallic blue tie and a coffee mug. He was desperately upset that John’s work was being commercialized in this tacky way, and insulted that Yoko should give them to him rather than the marble engravings.

Some time after John’s death I received a series of letters claiming to be messages from him to me through a psychic. I have an open mind about these things, and I know that the “psychic” might have been a crackpot, but the warm, loving messages they contained, and “John’s” expressions of regret over the way he ended our relationship were heartwarming. It was nice to believe, just for a moment, that he really had sent them.

For years I had a led a quiet life, mostly outside the spotlight of John’s fame, so it was unnerving when, after his death, I found myself inundated with requests. There was a huge demand for anything connected with him and I was asked to do all kinds of things, from becoming a TV presenter to being involved with a restaurant named after John, to making a record of my own. No doubt I should have turned down more of these offers than I did because some were a nightmare. But I had a living to make and no one experienced or professional to advise me. And I was happy to honor John’s name and his talent, which was what I felt I was doing with the projects I accepted.

One of the most exciting invitations came nearly two years after John’s death when I was invited to the States for an exhibition of my artwork in a Long Island gallery. The owner, Gary Lajeski, was a friend of Peter Brown, the former Beatles manager, who had come up with the idea. The exhibition included a series of drawings I had done years earlier of the Beatles and scenes from our life in Liverpool. I was delighted: I felt that, in some way, it was my own tribute to John. While I was in Long Island I found myself alone and at a loose end for much of the time, so I phoned May Pang, John’s former girlfriend, and suggested we get together. I had liked her when we met in 1974 and thought it might be nice to catch up. She invited me over to her apartment and we became firm friends.

A few days later it was the second anniversary of John’s death. On the spur of the moment, May and I went to the Dakota building, where a vigil for John was going on outside. Thousands of people held candles, sang and chanted for him. May and I stood unrecognized among the crowds, saying our own silent farewells to the man we had both loved.

During that visit May told me much more about her relationship with John. She believed John had loved her—he had told her so frequently, and they’d had some very happy times. When he had gone back to Yoko, May was shocked because he had told her only days previously that he never would. Even when he did, it was not the end of their relationship: he continued to see her as a lover until 1977 and after that they talked from time to time on the phone. She had last spoken to him during the summer before he died.

It was from May I learned that John’s reluctance to see or have contact with me was fueled by Yoko, who told him constantly that I still loved him and would do anything to get him back. I had already suspected that this was so and, of course, I did still love John, but I had never considered the possibility of us getting back together: I had moved on to other relationships, just as he had. All I ever wanted was for us to be friends, as so many ex-partners are, for the sake of our shared history and our child. I was sad to think that he and I had been denied friendship because Yoko felt threatened by me.

Back in England, after a couple of years alone, in 1982 I started a new relationship, with a man called Jim Christie. I’d met him when he gave Julian motorbike lessons a few years earlier and we’d become friends. When his marriage and mine both ended we got together and soon afterward decided to move, with my mother, to Wiltshire, to be nearer to my brother Charles and his wife Penny.

As Julian’s twenty-first birthday drew near, he was approached by Tony Stratton Smith, the head of Charisma Records. Tony had heard Julian’s demo tapes without knowing who he was, and offered him a contract for an album. Julian was thrilled and it was arranged that Tony, Julian and Julian’s band, including Justin, would go to stay in a chateau in France for several weeks to work on his songs and write some additional material.

The album was recorded in New York and Julian called it Valotte, after the French chateau. Within a few months of its release it had sold 1.5 million copies and gone platinum in the States. His first single from it, “Too Late for Goodbyes,” was a song many thought was about his father, although in fact it was about an ex-girlfriend. It reached number six on the British chart in September 1984 and number one in the U.S. He had written another song about John, “Well I Don’t Know,” which posed questions about life after death. Julian’s career, it seemed, was assured at last, and I couldn’t have been more proud or delighted. He did his first tour of North America at twenty-one, visiting fourteen states and Canada, and played in venues that were filled to capacity. He earned himself some wonderful reviews: critics said they couldn’t help but be reminded of John, but his success was down to his own musical talent.

I was happy for him, but watching him perform I felt a sense of déjà vu. Not only was it was like seeing John’s story all over again, but Julian had the added burden of being John’s son. I was afraid it was too much too soon. Rather than being treated as a young debut artist he was seen as the pretender to John’s throne, which he had never wanted and set him up to fail. I hoped that he would have the strength and wisdom to cope with all that fame entailed and wouldn’t become burned out or turn to drugs.

While Julian was forging ahead musically, I did a TV interview and as a result was offered a job as an interviewer for a Granada Television program called Weekend. I’d never been confident in front of the cameras, but I decided to give it a try. My first interview was with Julian, then riding high in the charts. It was fun for both of us and I went on to interview all sorts of other people. My TV career ended when the program finished its run. I had no great desire to move on to other TV work, but I was glad I’d done it and was more confident for it.

Another venture I became involved in and enjoyed was designing bed linen for a major company, on a three-year contract. I was also invited to design paper products, such as napkins, for another company. Both ventures gave me a chance to do something artistic again.

Some time before, Jim and I had moved to Penrith in Cumbria. I’d been up there to visit my old friend Phyl and fallen in love with it, so we bought an old house and set about restoring it. A couple of years later we moved again, this time to the Isle of Man, where we opened a restaurant, Bunter’s. Once again I was cooking, cleaning and serving customers for long hours each day, but I’ve never been afraid of hard work, and on that quiet little island I found a kind of peace—at least for a while.

Meanwhile, in 1985 Julian decided to move to Los Angeles. It made sense in terms of his musical career, but for me the prospect of him being so far away was hard to come to terms with. Still, I gave him my blessing and he bought a lovely villa where he settled for the next few years. In 1986 he was nominated for the best new artist award at the Grammys and later that year he played at London’s Royal Albert Hall, in a charity event hosted by the Duchess of York. Following that, his second album went gold in the States and he embarked on a world tour.

Sadly, at the end of that year, my mother died, at the age of eighty-three. In the end it was a release: Alzheimer’s had made her last few years desperately hard for all of us, but I missed her: she had been a staunch support, friend and companion throughout my life.

In January 1989 I was asked by promoter Sidney Bernstein, who had organized the Beatles’ first New York concert back in 1964, to lend support to a major charity concert in John’s memory, to be called Come Together. The idea was to mark what would have been John’s fiftieth birthday, October 9, 1990, with a rock symphony, to be performed in the States and televised around the world. The funds raised would be used to support charitable ventures in John’s name. Sid, who had known John well in his New York days, was excited about it and his enthusiasm was infectious, although I knew the venture would involve months of intensive unpaid work. I thought long and hard about it, but in the end it seemed so fitting and so worthwhile that I had to say yes.

By July, after six months of planning, the concert was shaping up brilliantly. I had meetings with both Rudolf Nureyev and Michael Jackson, who had agreed to dance together as one of the highlights of the evening. Star Wars director George Lucas had agreed to do the special effects and other performers who were to appear included Ravi Shankar, the Moody Blues and, to our delight, Paul McCartney, who was to play with the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra, under the direction of George Martin.

It was an enormous enterprise and I traveled all over Europe and the States, met German chancellor Willi Brandt and many others who wanted to help. I was even invited to the U.S. Senate, and stood beside the mayor of New York as the peace bell rang at the United Nations. As the concert took shape I felt one thing was needed to seal its success and make it the perfect tribute to John: Yoko’s endorsement. I called her and told her I had something to discuss with her and she agreed to a meeting.

So it was that one sweltering August day Jim and I went to the Dakota building and walked in, past the spot where John had been shot, which I found almost unbearable. That evening Julian was due to give a concert at the Beacon Theater in New York. He had invited Sean, who was then almost fourteen, to join him on stage and Yoko and I would be in the audience. It seemed to me the perfect moment for us, in supporting our sons, to make a declaration of friendship and share in the opportunity to honor John.

Jim and I were shown into the kitchen—Jim hadn’t removed his shoes at the door or allowed me to. It was large, light and airy, with light wood units and a central island. To one side there was a low table with cushioned benches along both sides and this was where we sat. I was a little startled to see a plastic replica of the gun that had shot John sitting on a shelf nearby.

With Yoko, when she came in, was the man who had been her partner since a few months after John’s death, Hungarian designer Sam Havadtoy. Although she had declared that she would never marry again, rumors persisted that she and Sam had married in secret in Hungary. I had no problem with their relationship, whether they were married or not. Why shouldn’t Yoko move on and have another man in her life? Sam seemed pleasant and I hoped he might encourage her to join me.

As I explained about the planned concert the work and ideas that had gone into it, Yoko said nothing. She didn’t smile. My heart sank but I plowed on, showing her the plans and suggesting that it would mean a great deal to our sons and to John’s fans if we could support the concert and honor John’s memory together.

When I had finished Yoko said she would consider it and get back to me. I raced across New York in time for the start of Julian’s concert, but there was no sign of Yoko until the interval, when she made a last-minute entrance and sat with Sam and Sean a few rows behind me. The concert went beautifully—and when Julian called Sean up on stage to play guitar with him the audience went wild, screaming and applauding.

After the show Yoko, Sean, Julian and I had a drink together at the Hard Rock Café, where photos were taken—the only ones ever taken of me with Yoko. I beamed and Yoko managed a small smile. Neither of us could pretend that we were at ease.

A few days after my meeting with Yoko, Sam Havadtoy phoned me. “Yoko doesn’t want to take part in your concert,” he informed me. “In fact she has been planning a concert for John for some time.” I was speechless.

Soon after Sam’s call Yoko gave an interview to the press, saying that I planned to make millions from the concert, although I had explained to her that it was for charity. When I read it, I knew our concert was doomed. Once the ugly rumor that we were not being honest had started to circulate it would sow the seeds of doubt in potential performers.

Sid was desperately disappointed when we were forced to abandon it, and I was hurt at what I saw as a betrayal. After such high hopes and so much hard work, it seemed a sad conclusion.

Yoko went ahead with a concert, also called Come Together. It was held in May 1990 in Liverpool. Only fifteen thousand people attended, instead of the expected forty-five thousand, and none of John’s family was sent a ticket. I imagine Yoko was disappointed by the low turnout but I was just sorry that we hadn’t been able to do something together: I believed it might have been a real success.

Yoko and I had one more meeting, a couple of years later, when Aunt Mimi died in 1992. A few months before, John’s sister Julia had phoned me to say that Mimi was unwell with heart problems. I rang her and we talked briefly. She wasn’t well enough for a long conversation, but I made my peace with her and that felt important.

When she died I went to the funeral, with John’s sisters and cousins. Mimi had been the eldest of the five Stanley sisters but was the last to die, having reached the ripe old age of eighty-nine. Her nurse told Julia that Mimi’s last words had been “I’m afraid of dying. I’ve been a wicked woman.” When I heard this it sent a chill through me. I felt sorry for Mimi, who had obviously suffered, but her self-assessment had been true.

Yoko was also at the funeral, with Sean, who met most of his English relatives for the first time. After the service, we all had lunch in a local hotel. Sean, who was seventeen, was having a great time, chatting to everyone and knocking back the red wine, but while Yoko made an effort to join in, talking politely to those around her, she was struggling with what was clearly unfamiliar English buffet food. She pushed it gingerly around her plate, smiling, and delicately avoided putting a single forkful into her mouth.

Eventually she abandoned the attempt and went back to smoking her long black cigarettes, crushing each one out after only one puff. John’s sister Jacqui looked at the ashtray, overflowing with unsmoked cigarettes, giggled and whispered, “Who’s learning to smoke, then?”

Once more, in an echo of the housewarming party over twenty years earlier, Yoko approached me and began to chat as though we were old friends. First she complimented me on the way I’d brought up Julian, which almost caused me to choke on my drink. I remembered her message to me, which John had delivered, that Julian was a badly behaved child. Then she asked my advice about how she should handle Sean. I kept my smile in place and stuck to pleasantries.

That afternoon Mimi’s house was put on the market. Although John and I had bought it for Mimi, intending it to belong to her and to be passed on to her family, it was never put in her name, with unfortunate consequences for his English family. Mimi herself had only found out after John’s death that she didn’t own her house: “I can’t believe he’s left me beholden to Yoko,” she told her family. After that she was so frightened the house might be taken away from her that she changed all her photos of Julian for photos of Sean, in case Yoko or anyone who knew her should visit.

Mimi kept the house, but the second she died it was sold. The house John and I had bought for Harrie and Norman, intending it to pass to Julia and Jacqui as their nest egg, was similarly disposed of after Norman’s death. In a public gesture of generosity Yoko gave it to the Salvation Army, who left it empty for four years, then installed one of their officers in it.

John was distant from his family for most of his time with Yoko, and it was possible that he never told her why the house had been bought. I wrote to her, telling her that John had intended the house for his sisters, but whether or not she saw my letter, it made no difference.

After the house had been given away, I wrote to Julia:


I want to confirm to you and whomsoever it may concern that John and I discussed your wellbeing endlessly. We both thought that the home we purchased for Aunty Harriet and Uncle Norman—who were your guardians at the time—would eventually be yours and ensure your future security. If John had still been with us this situation would never have arisen. The house was bought by us for you and Jacqui … The house bought for Mimi was also intended to be for John’s family …To my mind it is truly sad that John’s wishes have not been carried out.



As for the money in John’s will, when nothing had been forthcoming after six years the matter was put in the hands of lawyers. It took another ten years for Yoko to reach a settlement, by which time she had received a fair amount of bad press over it. I was glad that in the meantime Julian had been a success in his own right and had earned his own money. He was never dependent on his father’s legacy, but it was a point of principle that he should receive it.

We hoped then that goodwill could be achieved on all sides and we could get on with our lives. But on May 18, 1998, Julian released Photograph Smile, his first album for several years. He had put a great deal of thought, energy and creativity into it and was justifiably proud of it, calling it his first real album. So he was devastated when he discovered that Sean, now a musician too, had released an album on the same day. He never blamed Sean for this, but he knew it couldn’t be a coincidence that he and his brother had been pitted against each other so blatantly.

To add to Julian’s hurt and anger, Sean chose to announce then that he thought John’s death was part of a conspiracy. After this controversial declaration all the press wanted to talk to Julian about was Sean’s statement and what he thought of it. The last thing Julian wanted to discuss was his father’s death, but questions about it overshadowed any interest in his album. Having tried to get on with his life for so long, Julian had reached his limit. He gave a series of angry interviews condemning Yoko, whom he felt, rightly or wrongly, had been behind both the release date of Sean’s album and his pronouncement about John’s death. In one he said, “Yoko is very insecure … She’s got everything she could ever want … Any success that I have is a bane in her life and a thorn in her side because I’m John Lennon’s blood … She always has to be the winner.”

Despite its rocky start, Julian’s album was a worldwide success, reaching the top twenty in many countries and getting some excellent reviews in the world press.

I understood Julian’s frustration with Yoko. I have always been sorry, and frustrated, that Julian and I could not have had a better relationship with her. I often wonder if her trouble in accepting Julian, or indeed John’s life before he met her, was due in part to the loss of her daughter. I was glad to hear that, in her late thirties and by then a mother, Kyoko got in touch with her and reestablished their relationship. I hope it brought Yoko some genuine happiness.

There was another startling reappearance a few years back, from John’s older half-sister Victoria, the baby Julia had given up for adoption. Now called Ingrid, she announced who she was in a newspaper article. It appeared that she had known all along but had kept quiet until her adoptive mother had died. We were all so glad to learn that her upbringing had been happy and hoped to get to know her. But sadly we never got the chance, as she hadn’t wanted to be closely involved with John’s family.

Julian left the States in the mid-1990s and traveled before establishing a home in Europe. By this time Jim and I had moved to Normandy, but in 1999 we split, after seventeen years together. I was devastated and called Julian, who drove through the night to be with me. The following Christmas he treated me and my dear friend Phyl—now also on her own—to a holiday in Barbados, where we sunned ourselves, swam and had a wonderful time.

It was in Barbados that I met Noel Charles, a former nightclub owner and an old friend of Julian’s. His easy wit and gregarious nature charmed me. Not in the least overawed by my past or my name, he had run nightclubs, mixed with celebrities and lived a vibrant, exciting life. We became good friends and eventually fell in love. And on June 7, 2002, I did something I’d promised myself I would never do again: I got married—for the fourth and last time.

These days, Julian lives in Europe with the partner, Lucy. He cooks like a dream and is a partner in a couple of restaurants, and when the mood takes him he still makes music. He’s also put together a wonderful collection of his father’s possessions, bought over the years from auctions and carefully preserved. We often see each other and I’m enormously proud of him, for the person he is even more than for the things he has done.

In April 2003 he turned forty. We were both painfully aware that he had now reached the age at which John had died. For a while Julian battled the fear, like so many of those whose parents have died prematurely, that his own time had come. Always remarkably generous, he invited Noel and me, along with friends from his past as well as the present, for a two-week-long party in Barbados to celebrate. And, surrounded by people who loved him, he realized that his time most certainly hadn’t come. He has a lot more living to do and his life at forty was very different from John’s.

Neither of us will ever escape the Lennon name, and there have been times when it has felt like a millstone around our necks. But we have come through the hard times and learned to bless all that it has brought us—good and bad. And we both miss John, even after all this time, in so many ways.

I’ve kept many of the friends John and I had in our Liverpool days and mourned others. Maureen, Ringo’s ex-wife and a dear friend to the end, died of leukemia when she was only forty-seven. Only a few years earlier we had been at her wedding to Isaac Tigrett, owner of the Hard Rock Café. Both Isaac and Ringo were at her bedside when she died, with her three children by Ringo, and Alexandra, the daughter she had with Isaac.

I also felt terribly sad when I read of George Harrison’s death from cancer at the age of fifty-eight. I hadn’t seen him for many years, but I had fond memories of him and was always grateful to him for the spiritual awakening he encouraged in all of us in the days of peace and love.

While I feel sad when I think of how many people we knew in the Beatles’ heyday have died, it’s a source of enormous pleasure to me that other old friends are going from strength to strength.

I still meet up with Cilla and we enjoy reminiscing about the old days. Not long ago I went back to Liverpool when the curators of The Beatles Story, the permanent exhibition in the city, bought all the cartoons I had drawn of the boys in the early days. To celebrate we had a party in a restaurant on the Liverpool docks—it was like going back in time. There were friends like Helen Anderson from art college days; Pete Best, looking great, with his younger brother Roag; John’s sister Julia and my dear Phyl. We talked, told stories and laughed well into the night. As the wine and memories flowed I couldn’t help a moment of sadness, thinking that John had once been part of this crowd and loved them all as much as I did. I’m certain he would have enjoyed the party.

I wondered what he would have thought of his old friends, Paul, Mick and Elton, being knighted. Of course he would probably have been offered a knighthood too, had he lived, even though he’d sent back his MBE. Would he have scoffed and turned it down, or would he have been sentimental and patriotic enough to accept? My money’s on the latter.

John could be incredibly sentimental. He once told Julia he wanted to return to Liverpool, sailing up the Mersey, to see all the people he’d left behind. And not long before he died he asked Mimi to send him all the old photos, ornaments and mementoes of his childhood that she could find so that he could surround himself with them.

It was also in a moment of sentiment, but perhaps of tenderness and love too, that John once said to Julian, “If anything ever happens to me, look for a white feather and you’ll know I’m there, looking out for you.”

I think of John every time I see a white feather. He was an extraordinary man: talented, flawed, a creative genius who sang movingly about love while often wounding those closest to him.

I never stopped loving John, but the cost of that love has been enormous. Someone asked me recently whether, if I’d known at the beginning what lay ahead, I would have gone through with it. I had to say no. Of course I could never regret having my wonderful son. But the truth is that if I’d known as a teenager what falling for John Lennon would lead to, I would have turned round right then and walked away.
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