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    For my son Julian and for John’s sisters Julia and

  




  

    Jackie, 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.
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    I’ve included these lyrics here, because of all John and Paul’s songs this is the one that speaks to me most. The sentiments in the song feel especially appropriate as I’ve spent so much time, while writing this book, reflecting on the places and people who’ve been in my life. But it’s not just the feelings expressed in the song that make it special to me, it also reminds me of the time when John, Julian and I were at our very happiest. After the ups and downs of the early years and of Beatlemania, all our dreams had come true, we were happy, healthy, successful and secure in our new home with our beautiful son.

  




  

    

      In My Life

    




    

      There are places I remember all my life,

    




    

      Though some have changed,

    




    

      Some forever, not for better,

    




    

      Some have gone and some remain.

    




    

      All these places had their moments

    




    

      With lovers and friends I still can recall.

    




    

      Some are dead and some are living.

    




    

      In my life I’ve loved them all.

    




    

      But of all these friends and lovers,

    




    

      There is no one compares with you,

    




    

      And these mem’ries lost their meaning

    




    

      When I think of love as something new.

    




    

      Though I know I’ll never lose affection

    




    

      For people and things that went before,

    




    

      I know I’ll often stop and think about them,

    




    

      In my life I’ll love you more.

    




    

      Though I know I’ll never lose affection

    




    

      For people and things that went before,

    




    

      I know I’ll often stop and think about them,

    




    

      In my life I’ll love you more.

    




    

      In my life I’ll love you more.

    




    

      Cynthia Lennon,

    




    

      July 4 2005

    


  




  

    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 in his life, which sadly is 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 towards 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 realised 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 realise that I will always be known as John’s first wife. And because I have a powerful story to tell, which is part of John’s history.

  




  

    John was an extraordinary man. Our relationship has shaped 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 on to 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 travelling 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 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 soft-hearted. 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, organising, 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 4 January 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 realise 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, realised I was making the noise. Mo took the phone, said goodbye to Ringo, then put her arms round 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 organised 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 8 December. The time difference meant it was 3.50 a.m. on 9 December 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 grey dawn and thought of John.

  




  

    In the jumble of thoughts whirring round my mind two kept recurring. The first was that nine had always been a significant number for John. He was born on 9 October and so was his second son, Sean. His mother had lived at number nine; when we met my house number had been eighteen (which adds up to nine) and the hospital address Julian was born in was number 126 (nine). 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 uproar about it – cranky 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 apologised 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 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 towards 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 round my neck and sobbed on to 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 organise 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 were still camped outside our door in huge numbers – there wasn’t a spare room left in town. Years later, when she was presenting This Morning, with her husband Richard Madeley, 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 pretence 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?

  




  

    2

  




  

    THE LATE FIFTIES WAS A wonderful time to be young and setting out in the world. The grim days of the war and post-war deprivation were over; national service had been lifted and the young were allowed to be youthful and unafraid. It was as though the grey 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 twinsets 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 10 September 1939. It was a nightmare birth: she was left alone, in labour, 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 semi-detached 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 sweet coupons and the other gave me old clothes that had belonged to her children. Both the clothes and the sweets were rare treats. 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 travelled 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 remembered to clean 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 importantly, 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 laboured. 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 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 specialise 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: 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.

  




  

    Half-way through the term I realised 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:

  




  

    

      Oh ain’t she sweet?

    




    

      Well, see her walking down that street.

    




    

      Yes, I ask you very confidentially:

    




    

      Ain’t she sweet?

    




    

      Oh, ain’t she nice?

    




    

      Well, look her over once or twice.

    




    

      Yes, I ask you very confidentially:

    




    

      Ain’t she nice?

    




    

      Just cast an eye in her direction.

    




    

      Oh me, oh my, ain’t that perfection?

    




    

      Oh I repeat, well, don’t you think that’s kind of neat?

    




    

      Yes, I ask you very confidentially: ain’t she sweet?’

    


  




  

    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 travelled 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 blonde 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 blonde 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 theatre for a discussion. John was a few seats away from me, and my friend Helen Anderson, who was also friendly with John, suddenly leant 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 realised 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. I was looking forward to the break 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 foundation 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 realised 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 him 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 demeanour melted away as we lay wrapped in each other’s arms.

  




  

    Afterwards 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 realised I was about to miss my last train home. We pulled on our clothes and raced to the station, where we managed a hasty goodbye 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 unshakeable. And I sensed in John the same strong feelings. Perhaps each of us recognised and was drawn to a deep need in the other. But at the time I didn’t analyse 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 at 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 centre 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 stayed 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 was 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 towards 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 recognised 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, apologised 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 it said, ‘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 for ever. 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 behaviour 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 jumper and prepared to be on my best behaviour.

  




  

    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 favourite 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.
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