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A fool hath no delight in understanding, But that his heart may discover itself.

—PROVERBS 18:2





The chapters that follow will show readers how a man in the grip of madness and malice was able to plan and carry out an assassination that virtually stopped the world. The work is based on more than two hundred hours of interviews with Mark David Chapman at Attica prison, supported by additional interviews with Chapman’s wife and with former friends, therapists, and confidants.

The book re-creates a series of interactions between Chapman and people with whom he spoke before and after the killing of John Lennon. In each case, Chapman’s memories of events have been corroborated by previously published material, personal diaries, police records, psychiatric reports, and/or personal interviews with the individuals with whom he conversed.

Chapman’s encounters with Lennon fans, police, psychiatrists, and others in Georgia, Hawaii, and New York City are based on the killer’s memories and on material obtained under the Freedom of Information (FOI) Law from the New York County District Attorney’s Office. Statements made to police investigators by Yoko Ono and other witnesses were likewise obtained from the DA’s office under an FOI request. With Chapman’s permission, several of his former psychiatrists and psychologists agreed to be interviewed and to provide transcribed material from their case records.

Some of the material on John Lennon was obtained under the FOI from extensive files that the FBI maintained during the rock star’s nine years of residence in the U.S.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

After a series of meetings at Attica prison, Chapman asked the author to undertake the telling of his story in the hope that it might prevent future tragedy. Neither Chapman nor his family will receive any share of profits, royalties, or other financial or material benefits arising from this book.



CONTENTS


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Author’s Note

Prologue



PART I: THE CATCHER GONE AWRY

Chapter 1: I Heard Shots

Chapter 2: Portrait of a Crazy Man

Chapter 3: The Catcher Gone Awry

Chapter 4: Did You See Him?

Chapter 5: Is That All You Want?

Chapter 6: But Where Would I Go?

PART II: AFTERMATH

Chapter 7: Do You Know Who You Are?

Chapter 8: After the Fall

Chapter 9: Mark’s Case

PART III: THE LITTLE PEOPLE

Chapter 10: God Saw That

Chapter 11: The Little People

Chapter 12: Take Me Where the Freaks Are

Chapter 13: Toby Tyler on Drugs

Chapter 14: God and Todd

Chapter 15: Captain Nemo

PART IV: HOLDEN IN HAWAII

Chapter 16: Holden in Hawaii

Chapter 17: The Caretakers

Chapter 18: The Other Side of the Rainbow

Chapter 19: With Looking Glass Eyes

Chapter 20: The Last Board Meeting

Chapter 21: Anyone Could Shoot Anyone

Chapter 22: People Aren’t Born Like This

PART V: HOLDEN IN HELL

Chapter 23: You Say You Want a Revelation

Chapter 24: A Wicked Scene

Chapter 25: Fan Mail

Chapter 26: All the Lonely People

Chapter 27: December 8


Epilogue: Nothing Is Real

Photo Insert

Dedication

Acknowledgments

Appendix

The Prisoner’s Letter

Bibliography

About the Author






PROLOGUE


The death of a man who sang and played guitar overshadows the news from Poland, Iran, and Washington tonight.

—WALTER CRONKITE, CBS EVENING NEWS, DECEMBER 9, 1980



The world will not let go of the memories or music of John Lennon. More than a decade after a death as spectacular as his life, the artist who turned rock ’n’ roll into a worldwide crusade for peace and justice continues to be rediscovered, celebrated, and mourned by new generations of fans. Because of the historic dimensions of Lennon’s fame, one of his fans decided that he had to die.

Like John Lennon, Mark David Chapman was a child of his times who sought himself in drugs, music, art, poetry, religion, and literature. He, like Lennon, married an Asian woman about five years older than himself. He learned to play guitar, the instrument with which Lennon defined himself and captured the attention of the world. After all other instruments eluded his grasp, Chapman defined himself and got the world’s attention with a gun.

Chapman, like Lennon, was a troubled, self-absorbed, and emotionally unfulfilled child. Each came separately of age—Lennon in the rubble of post-World War II England, Chapman in the midst of America’s divisive decade-long war in Vietnam—in a confused and hypocritical world. Overcoming abandonment and rejection by both his parents, Lennon etched his image in poetry and music upon the consciousness of an era. Desperate for recognition, Chapman finally smeared his name in Lennon’s blood upon the soul of the troubled times.

The killer said, “It almost seems like something that had to happen.”

Lennon, as well, seemed to foretell his violent death as something that “had to happen.” In radio and magazine interviews he talked repeatedly of the assassinations of public figures who, like he, had spoken out against the evils of war, racial bigotry, sexual discrimination, and other forms of social injustice. He talked in numerous interviews of the steps he believed he had taken to avoid a similar destiny: “So I refuse to lead,” he told a reporter, “and I’ll always show my genitals or something which prevents me from being Martin Luther King or Gandhi and getting killed.”

Lennon urged his fans and followers to look within themselves for the answers to such tragedies: “The struggle is in the mind,” he said. “We must bury our own monsters and stop condemning people. We are all Christ and we are all Hitler.”

In prison, Chapman has received thousands of letters from John Lennon fans all over the world. Many confide to the killer that they’ve been unable to “bury their own monsters” and come to grips with the violent death of a man whose music and poetry caused them to imagine a warring world at peace.

Both Lennon and his assassin have shaken and forever altered twentieth-century history. The assassination was an abrupt coda to an age still in search of itself. When he shot John Lennon, Chapman robbed us all of an opportunity to better understand ourselves.

This is the story of how Mark David Chapman, unable to find meaning or hope in his own life, conceived and carried out the assassination of a musician who embodied a universal search for truth. The story is dedicated to Harold Steele, who founded the Cephas-Attica prisoner rehabilitation program after forty-three men died in the bloodiest prison uprising in American history in September 1971. Steele died suddenly of a heart attack on November 30, 1989, at the age of forty-six.

I think John Lennon would have liked Harold Steele. He worked to build the kind of world that Lennon helped us to imagine.

Jack Jones         

June 22, 1992    



PART I

THE CATCHER GONE AWRY

 




CHAPTER ONE

I HEARD SHOTS


INVESTIGATION:     HOMICIDE OF JOHN LENNON (12/8/80)

SUBJECT:     INTERVIEW OF JACK HENDERSON (WITNESS)



 … I was out for the evening and returned at approximately 10:45 (2245). I heard the shots—don’t remember how many. I ran down the stairs and found Joseph (Hastings) and Yoko. Hastings had Lennon in the back office. Yoko said “Please, someone get a doctor.” I called our office and told the person there to get an ambulance here as quickly as possible. I never saw the person that shot him. After shots, maybe 15 to 20 seconds and I was at the office.…

—Detective R. Hoffman


INVESTIGATION:     HOMICIDE OF JOHN LENNON M/W/40

SUBJECT:     INTERVIEW OF MAURY SOLOMON (WITNESS)



On 12/8/80, while at the scene of occurrence, I interviewed one Maury Solomon.… Mr. Solomon was about to go to bed when he heard five shots being fired in rapid succession. He brought it to the attention of his mother and informed her he was going downstairs to investigate. After running down the stairs he entered the front office and as he entered he heard Jose the doorman shout something.… Then he exited the office and as he was coming out he noticed for the first time that there were holes in the glass on the door. He began to go out to the street and as he did he observed a male white on the west side of the enclosed entrance. The man appeared to have a smile on his face and was just turning around.…

—Detective William Lundon


INVESTIGATION:     HOMICIDE OF JOHN LENNON

SUBJECT:     INTERVIEW OF FRANKLYN WELSH (WITNESS)



1. On 12/8/80 at about 2330 hours I interviewed the above named subject at the Dakota, One West 72nd St. Statement as follows:

I pulled up in a taxicab to visit my friend in the Dakota at about 11 P.M. I saw a gray limo double parked in front. I recognized John Lennon and Yoko getting out of the limo (I’ve seen them several times before during other visits) and went into the building. I was paying the cab fare when I heard four gunshots coming from the courtyard. I ran to the gate and saw Jose, the doorman, and another man inside. I also saw a gun on the ground which Jose kicked to the rear of the courtyard. I then ran across the street to the Majestic to have someone call the police. When I returned the police had arrived and had the suspect in custody.

—Detective E. Regan


INVESTIGATION:     HOMICIDE (GUN) JOHN LENNON

SUBJECT:     INTERVIEW OF RICHARD PETERSON (CAB DRIVER)



On 12/9/80 at about 0020 hours I interviewed at the 20th Police Detective Unit office one Richard Peterson … employed as a taxi driver for Valeria Cab Corp. He stated that on the day of the occurrence he had picked up two passengers in Soho and that they were going to the Dakota. As he reached 72nd Street and Central Park West he was behind John Lennon’s limo. As the limo stopped in front of the Dakota he pulled up behind it. At this time the passengers in his taxi stated, “There is John Lennon and Yoko.” Yoko was in front and John Lennon behind her. The doorman and perpetrator were standing at the entrance to the Dakota. The perpetrator was wearing a black, three-quarter-length coat and a black fur hat. At this time he pointed the gun at Lennon. The perpetrator stood in a three-point stance and fired the gun three or four times. He then threw the gun to the ground and walked around. He takes off his coat and hat and puts a red book in his hand.

—Detective Allen Militz


HOMICIDE:     JOHN LENNON

SUBJECT:     INTERVIEW OF JOSEPH MANY (ELEVATOR OPERATOR)



I saw the perpetrator hanging out in front of the building for the past two or three days. When I arrived at work at 3:30 P.M., I saw him standing in front of the building talking to a female named Jerri (F/W/22,4′8″, 160 lbs., blond hair, lives in Brooklyn). At 9:30 P.M. to 10 P.M., I saw him still outside the building. I said, “Why are you still hanging around here, you already got his autograph?” I went downstairs and stayed there until I relieved the clerk in the office, so he could use the men’s room. This was about 10:45 P.M. He came back about five minutes later and I went downstairs again. I was downstairs approximately 5 to 10 minutes when I heard three shots. I got my coat and went upstairs with Victor Cruz and Joe Grezik, who are employees. I saw Jose who was motioning toward the gun and saying “Get this out of here.” I picked up the gun and brought it downstairs. I hid the gun in the bottom draw of an armoire, which was in the storage closet. Approximately five minutes later I took the police officers down to the storage room and opened the draw where I put the gun. I lifted up a few pictures I put on top of the gun and Officer Blake removed it.

—Officer R. Clark


INVESTIGATION:     HOMICIDE OF JOHN LENNON M/W/40 YRS

CONTENTS:     INTERVIEW OF MRS. LENNON



[At 5:45 P.M. on December 18, ten days after Mark David Chapman murdered John Lennon, New York City Police investigators interviewed Yoko Ono. The following account of the interview is reprinted verbatim from the handwritten notes of police:]

“We had a radio program which had to do it was about 4:30 to 5 P.M. We went by limousine to Record Plant—asked for ride by people who had limo. John was signing autographs. He got in. Went to Record Plant. Stayed until about 10:30. We wanted to go to restaurant but did not. We came back. We normally go into the gate but did not. Got out walked past gate. John was walking past the door, he was walking faster. I heard shots. I heard shots. He walked to door upstairs. Said “I’m shot.” I followed him. He was standing but staggering. I told him to lay down. Sometimes he was ahead sometimes I was. I saw a male by the watchman’s box. It was dark and night. He nodded at me—dark grayish clothing. Male/White. He was not small.…”

—Detective Peter Mangicavallo


CHAPTER TWO

PORTRAIT OF A CRAZY MAN

“There were gargoyles,” the killer remembers. “I leaned against a black rail between them. It’s like I was a real gargoyle that had come to life.”

Mark David Chapman also remembers pacing in silence among the steel faces studding a black rail that protectively surrounds the Dakota building at the edge of Central Park. It was the first weekend of December 1980, and the festive spirit of Christmas was beginning to settle upon the city of New York.

For the second time in less than two months, Chapman had left his home in Honolulu to come to New York. He had arrived outside the Dakota after taking a taxi from La Guardia Airport earlier in the day. Late on the morning of Saturday, December 6, he had checked into a $16.50-a-night room at the West Side YMCA. His room, a ten-minute walk from the Dakota, was on West 63rd Street near the boulevard of Central Park West.

The cell-like room was furnished only with a sagging bed and a small, battered television set. Upon entering the room, Chapman became quickly depressed. Shoving his suitcase under the bed, he left the crowded hostel and walked nine blocks along a low stone fence bordering Central Park. He arrived at the Dakota, on the corner of West 72nd Street, shortly before noon. Although eager to take up a vigil at the entrance to the building, he paused before crossing the street to study the Dakota’s distinctive architecture. He sat down on a bench that was canted in the direction of the Dakota from a confluence of sidewalks leading in and out of Central Park.

The Dakota, a forbidding, Gothic-style building overlooking the park, is the New York City residence of some of the world’s wealthiest and most famous celebrities. As Chapman’s eyes swept the ornate building floor by floor, he began to imagine what it would look like on the inside. He had studied photographs of the elegant suite where John Lennon lived with Yoko Ono on the top floor. He had etched the images of Lennon’s apartment into his brain for nearly two months after borrowing a book from the Honolulu Public Library. The book, by Anthony Fawcett, a former employee of Lennon and Ono, was titled John Lennon: One Day at a Time.

Chapman believed he had found the real John Lennon when he found that book. In another book, The Catcher in the Rye, the J. D. Salinger novel, he believed that he had found himself. For the past several months, Chapman had etched the pages of The Catcher in the Rye into his brain alongside the black-and-white photographs of John Lennon: One Day at a Time. That’s why he had come to New York. He believed he was destined to enter the pages of The Catcher in the Rye. He believed that he would become Holden Caulfield, the hero of Salinger’s novel, as soon as he got what he needed from Lennon.

As he lingered on the corner across the street from the Dakota building, Chapman unconsciously began humming a familiar Beatles song he had sung in childhood. Although he knew the song well, he found himself momentarily unable to recall the words or the title. He didn’t know why the tune had sprung suddenly into his mind.

Seeing no signs of life behind any of the curtained windows looking from the gabled, fortresslike building, Chapman stood and walked from the park bench. Standing directly across the street in front of the Dakota on West 72nd Street, he turned his attention to a small group of people who loitered near the entrance. A woman with a small child stood talking with two younger women. A doorman in a gilt-edged uniform stood nearby, motionless and staring skyward toward the tops of trees in Central Park. Behind the doorman, a brass sentry booth gleamed like an upended coffin on a stone pedestal at the edge of the driveway. The driveway led from the Dakota entrance into the broad, multilaned thoroughfare of West 72nd Street. Beyond the Dakota drive, ornately sculpted gates of black wrought iron were swung open into a courtyard.

Chapman studied the scene for several minutes. It reminded him of an impressionist painting of a nineteenth-century Parisian neighborhood, like those he had seen in art books he had borrowed from the Honolulu library during the past year. As he continued to study the peaceful scene of urban street life, he experienced a sense of déjà vu.

As Chapman pondered the sense of having been there before, the woman and child got into a Mercedes-Benz station wagon and drove away. The other two women continued to linger at the building entrance. He observed that they were about his age. The women were a good sign. He was smiling when he crossed the street.

Chapman was dressed warmly and neatly in long underwear, a V-necked sweater, wool pants, and a navy-blue London Fog trench coat. His thick black hair was combed straight back and covered with a Russian-style brimless hat of synthetic black fur. An expensive silk scarf was draped around his neck. Overdressed and overweight, he found that he was beginning to sweat as he stepped onto the curb in front of the Dakota. Stuffing his hands into the pockets of the snugly buttoned trench coat, he flashed his most sincere smile as he walked toward the two women. They gazed back at him with no sign of emotion.

“Hi,” he said, touching his right hand to the corner of his hat in an absentminded salute. “You gals are waiting for somebody, I’ll bet.”

He stepped closer and gazed benignly into the eyes of one of the women. She was stout, with blond hair that fell straight to her shoulders.

“As a matter of fact we were waiting for you,” she replied.

Startled, he slid his right hand slowly back into the pocket of his coat.

“It wasn’t worth it,” the woman added, turning abruptly away.

Unsure how to respond to the insult, Chapman smiled abashedly as the two women exploded into a paroxysm of girlish giggles before him. He dropped his head and stared silently away.

“I was only teasing,” the woman said a moment later. She held out her hand in a gesture of friendship.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. We were only teasing. Let’s start over. I’m Jude. Jude Stein. This is my friend Jery. Jeryl Moll.”

He smiled back and briefly took the woman’s outstretched hand.

“Hey, Jude,” he said, “don’t make it bad. I’ll bet nobody ever said that to you before.”

The women groaned and Chapman guffawed loudly at his own obvious pun. Sensing he could gain the women’s confidence, he asked again if they were waiting for anybody in particular.

“I heard John Lennon lives here,” he said. “I was hoping to get his autograph. I was wondering whether he might be in town.”

“You can be sure of one thing,” Jude answered. “John Lennon is somewhere in New York City.”

Chapman explained that he was a visitor from Hawaii. He told the women he had been a Beatles fan since childhood, adding that he had grown up realizing John Lennon was the genius behind the most famous rock band in history. He said he was sure the Beatles would get back together someday.

Still wary because he was a stranger and because this was New York City, the women found themselves nevertheless warming to the awkward, bespectacled fan who said he had come from Hawaii to get an autograph from their idol. Moon-faced and about fifty pounds overweight, Chapman wasn’t especially good-looking. He was tall and very personable, though, and the women found him not altogether unattractive.

“You mean you came all the way here from Hawaii,” Jery asked, “just to see John?”

“Well, I came here to see John, yes,” he answered. “But there’s more to it than that. I imagine I’ll be doing more while I’m here in New York than just seeing John Lennon.”

The conversation slowly trailed off and the three stood silently for several minutes, Jery and Jude talking quietly between themselves. Chapman moved close to the women.

“I can’t believe I’m really standing in front of the building where John Lennon lives,” he said. “I mean, wow! You know? I’m standing here on the very sidewalk where John Lennon has walked.”

The women smiled.

“Jude and I are considered family to the Lennons,” Jery boasted.

In the ensuing conversation, the women told Chapman that Lennon and Ono knew them by name. They told him that the celebrity couple would often stop and talk with them on their way across the street to Central Park where Lennon liked to stroll at times in the late afternoon.

Judith Stein and Jeryl Moll had become close friends after they had met, about four years earlier, outside the Dakota. Finding themselves among the most dedicated of Lennon’s fans, they made the building where the ex-Beatle lived their shrine. Whenever they planned to see a movie, have lunch, or go shopping together in the city, the two women met at the Dakota in hopes of getting a nod of recognition or a word of greeting from John Lennon or Yoko Ono. The doormen and many Dakota residents, including the Lennons, had come to consider Jery and Jude semipermanent Dakota fixtures. The loyal fans had stood through sun, rain, and snow outside the building on many days during the past four years. On occasion, they were asked to run errands for the building’s celebrity occupants.

Chapman watched as the women greeted people coming and going from the building. Each time Jery or Jude tried to strike up a conversation with the doorman or with stylishly dressed men and women who looked as though they might live inside the building, he would move close, looking for an opportunity to include himself. When someone new arrived at the Dakota, he asked if they knew Lennon. He repeated his story of coming from Hawaii in hopes of meeting the musician and getting an autograph.

He told Jery that he was an avid reader and said he wished he’d brought one of Lennon’s books so the star could sign it. She suggested that he find a record store and pick up a copy of Double Fantasy, the new hit album Lennon had just released.

“Even if you don’t get it signed, it’s a great album,” she said. “The best. John’s really proud of it.”

“That’s a great idea,” Chapman said. “Yeah, maybe I’ll do that. Back in Hawaii they would never believe I could get John Lennon’s autograph on one of his albums.”

Tiring of the small talk, the two fans excused themselves and crossed West 72nd Street to have lunch at the Dakota Grill. Chapman declined an invitation to join them. He said he would wait until they returned.

“I’ll be here at least until midnight,” he promised.

Jery and Jude returned after lunch and found Chapman smiling. With a theatrical flourish, he lifted aside the lapel of his trench coat and surprised the women by withdrawing a fresh, cellophane-sealed copy of Double Fantasy. He said he had found the album just around the corner in a Columbus Avenue record store.

At Chapman’s urging the trio continued their Lennon watch together. To while the time away, they studied the album he had bought. They played a game, trying to figure out where the ex-Beatle was standing in the picture on the back of the album.

As the afternoon wore on, Jery and Jude excused themselves again to see a matinée at a downtown movie theater. They said they would return before 5:30 P.M. Chapman assured them he would be there and promised to buy them dinner at a Japanese restaurant when they came back.

When Jude and Jery returned to the Dakota at 5:15 P.M., they were surprised and somewhat disappointed to find that the gregarious Beatles fan from Hawaii had abandoned the vigil. They decided to wait another fifteen minutes in case he returned. At 5:30 P.M., weary of the encroaching cold and darkness, the women decided to give up their Lennon watch for the day.

As Jery and Jude turned away and prepared to leave the building, a taxi stopped at the curb before the stone archway above the drive leading into the courtyard. A slender and familiar figure wearing a tan jacket and a slouch hat opened the back door of the taxi and stepped onto the curb. John Lennon exhaled a plume of smoke from an omnipresent cigarette and smiled from behind the thick, circular lenses that had become his trademark. He greeted Jery and Jude by name. To the women’s delight, the superstar lingered to chat amiably with them for several minutes. They talked about the sudden popular and critical success of Double Fantasy. The new album was Lennon’s first musical undertaking in more than five years. Already, less than a month after its release, it had become the talk of the music industry. Lennon said he believed it to be his best work since the Beatles era, more than a decade before.

Echoing the earlier critical and popular successes he had enjoyed after creating the Beatles, Lennon was back on top of the pop music charts with an album of intensely personal ballads about his wife and their five-year-old son, Sean. Fans and critics alike were finding the simple, direct lyrics and straightforward, driving rock ’n’ roll melodies of John Lennon a refreshing alternative to the repetitive, counterfeit, and puerile tunes that had flooded the airwaves and passed for rock during much of the 1970s. Lennon was telling friends, fans, and interviewers that he felt truly alive for the first time in twenty years, since the early struggling days when he had first found an identity as a Beatle.

On the evening of December 6, 1980, John Lennon “was in such a good mood,” Jery Moll later recalled.

When the rock legend disappeared beneath the archway, up the low stone steps, and into the building, Jery and her friend said goodnight. Jery headed home to Brooklyn. As she left the building, she wondered what had happened to the man who had come from Honolulu to get Lennon’s autograph. She had hoped he would show up before she left. She had hoped he would ask her to dinner.

“He was dressed nicely, he looked clean, well mannered, and polite. I would have gone out with him. He was more normal than most of the people we meet there.

“He was so nice. I just couldn’t believe he was the one.…”

Chapman had intended to wait for the two women to return. After maintaining his watch alone for about two hours, he found himself drowsing on his feet, leaning alternately against parked cars and the gargoyle-studded railings that reach around the Dakota. When Jude and Jery didn’t return by 5 P.M., he crossed West 72nd Street and headed reluctantly back toward his cramped and dingy room at the YMCA. Just thinking about the room, he began to feel depressed.

Chapman’s depression had turned to anger by the time he shuffled into the cheap cubicle and switched on the television set. The TV was broken, but he left it on anyway after banging it sharply with the side of his hand. Ghostlike figures swam and hissed across the screen as he sat down uneasily on the edge of the bed and took off his ripple-soled shoes. He had bought the orthopedic shoes especially for a mission he knew would require him to spend long hours on his feet.

Chapman lay back on the thin, lumpy mattress against the head of the squeaking, narrow bed. He wanted to rest for a while before going back onto the streets to find a restaurant and have dinner. He couldn’t remember the last time he had eaten. His usually voracious appetite seemed to have disappeared. Worrying that the loss of appetite was a sign of illness, he became concerned about his health. He closed his eyes and fell asleep.

Mark Chapman awoke sometime after midnight to the sound of men’s voices. The voices were coming from a room directly across the hall. It was the sound of several men talking together softly and laughing out loud. He got up and stepped across the room to switch off the still-flickering television screen. Stepping carefully back across the bare floor in darkness, he pressed his ear against the door and listened closely to the voices from across the hall.

A wave of scarlet rage began to pulsate before his eyes as he stood in the blackness of the unlighted room. He suddenly began to feel dirty under his skin as he understood what the men were talking about—having sex with other men.

After several minutes, Chapman stepped slowly to the side of the bed and reached into the pocket of his coat. He felt bold and powerful with the Charter Arms .38 caliber pistol in his hand. As fury built within him, he struggled against a compulsion to wrench open the door and leap across the hallway. He envisioned a brief scene of fear and panic as he stood above a group of naked men with the gun roaring and blazing in his hand.

With a great effort of self-restraint, he slid his sweating hand from the doorknob and released his grip on the pistol.

“It’s not worth it,” he whispered angrily to himself. “This is not what we’re here for, old buddy. Don’t do it. Just don’t do it. Not now.”

Switching on the room light, Chapman gathered up his coat and hat and took his suitcase from beneath the bed.

The anonymous men in the room across the hall continued to talk and laugh as he slammed the door behind him. He walked from the YMCA building into the night. The men would never know how close their carefree conversation had brought them to death during the early morning hours of Sunday, December 7.

Chapman walked a short distance from the YMCA building beneath a hazy glow of street lamps on deserted city sidewalks along Central Park West. As he continued in the direction of the ever-blazing lights of midtown Manhattan, his suitcase began to grow heavy in his left hand. He began to fear that a robber would leap at him from darkened shadows across the stone fence that separated the street and sidewalk from Central Park. Recalling that he had more than $2,000 cash in his wallet, he waved down a passing taxi. He told the driver to take him to the Sheraton Centre, a hotel at Seventh Avenue and 52nd Street.

Chapman knew the Sheraton would be expensive. He had spent several nights there during his first trip to New York, the month before. He decided that he could afford to spend the extra money for a clean, quiet room. He knew that John Lennon was in town. He sensed that he wouldn’t have to spend much more money on hotels.

During the early morning hours, Chapman checked into room 2730 at the Sheraton. Still fully dressed and wearing his hat, he turned on the television in the quiet, spacious room and drifted back to sleep.

Shortly after 9 o’clock on Sunday morning, Chapman found himself staring from the back window of a taxi stopped for a traffic light beside a newsstand. He saw a headline about Pearl Harbor Day. He thought briefly of his wife and mother back in Honolulu. He recalled the time that he and his mom had toured the Pearl Harbor Memorial and remembered something that had embarrassed her. As he had watched other visitors weep and drop flowers onto the watery World War II gravesite, Chapman had been overcome with emotion. He still didn’t know why he had laughed out loud.

“Totally inappropriate emotional response,” he thought to himself, recalling the incident. “What’s wrong with me?”

Pondering the recollection, his mind took him back through fifteen years, to a childhood memory of his father, David Chapman. He had never been able to understand why his father had called him to the window on the day that a neighbor had committed suicide.

He remembered looking out the window and seeing the dead man’s distraught wife. The woman had stood as though frozen onto the concrete driveway outside her home. She made helpless, random motions with her hands, unable to articulate the horror of finding her husband’s headless body curled around a shotgun in their bed. She had looked to Chapman like a wounded bird that had fallen suddenly from the sky.

“Totally inappropriate emotional response,” he said again to himself as the taxi pulled to a stop in front of the now-familiar Dakota building. “The world just doesn’t make any sense.”

Steve Hargett, the doorman on sentry duty at the Dakota on Sunday morning, recalled that Chapman was smiling broadly when he got out of a taxi in front of the building shortly after 9:30 A.M. Hargett thought the large man in the navy-blue raincoat looked familiar. It took him a few moments to remember that Chapman had been there before.

“Hey, Buddy,” said Chapman. “Steve, right? How you doin’? Remember me?”

As Chapman continued to talk, Hargett recognized him as the friendly but persistent fan from Hawaii who had appeared outside the building several weeks earlier. Chapman was asking the same question he’d asked then.

“Is John Lennon in town?”

Hargett gave Chapman the routine answer that Dakota doormen had been instructed to give the endless parade of fans and star-struck gawkers who stopped at the building day and night to inquire about Lennon or the Dakota’s other celebrity residents. Sometimes they asked about Rex Reed, Leonard Bernstein, Gilda Radner, or Lauren Bacall, who also lived in the building. Mostly, they asked about John Lennon.

“Don’t really know,” Hargett said. “I think he may be out of town.”

Chapman gave the doorman a knowing wink. “Do you mind if I wait and see?”

“It’s a public sidewalk,” Hargett said. “As long as you don’t block the driveway you can stand anywhere you want.”

Chapman moved obligingly to curbside. He stood silently beside a parked car for nearly three hours, holding Lennon’s new album in his left hand. He kept his right hand in the pocket of his coat. When Hargett returned from lunch at 12:30 P.M., Chapman was gone.

It was shortly after noon on Sunday when Chapman suddenly began to feel the hollow pangs of hunger. For the first time in two days he wanted to eat. On foot, he began winding his way back through the city toward the Sheraton, passing several restaurants along the way. He stopped from time to time to look into the windows of the trendy, specialty bistros. With a sense of envy and loneliness that made him think of Holden Caulfield, he studied the trim and well-dressed people, mostly couples, who sat close together at small tables behind the restaurant windows. He decided they all looked like actors in a Woody Allen movie.

Although he was hungry, Chapman was alone and he knew that he would be out of place among the handsome, modishly attired crowds that filled the elegant cafés of the Upper West Side. He would wait until he got back to the Sheraton and have dinner there. He had always thought there was something refined about eating in the restaurant of a good hotel like the Waldorf or the Sheraton in New York City and the Moana in Honolulu. Often, even when he didn’t really have the money, he would use a credit card to check into the most expensive hotels in Honolulu and order from room service. When he could afford to eat an expensive meal and stay in a good hotel it made him feel important. It was a good feeling, but it never lasted.

As he ambled among the restaurants, Mark David Chapman wondered how John Lennon was spending the Sunday afternoon. As he thought again of Lennon, his hunger seemed to disappear. Chapman was suddenly seized with an urge to buy a copy of one of the two books that had brought him to New York. He regretted that he had thrown his last copy of The Catcher in the Rye down the trash chute in his apartment a month ago, shortly after he had returned from his first trip to New York. He stepped to the curb and waved for a taxi.

Chapman told the driver he was staying at the Sheraton, but that he wanted to find a bookshop. The driver said he could take him to one near the hotel.

Inside the bookstore, Chapman happened unexpectedly upon two items that made him forget about The Catcher in the Rye. He saw a poster from his favorite movie, The Wizard of Oz. The poster pictured Dorothy tenderly wiping tears from the snout of the Cowardly Lion. As he walked past the magazine rack toward a row of bookshelves marked “Fiction,” his eyes fell upon a scene that caused his heart to race. He stared incredulously at a large poster. John Lennon’s familiar, chiseled face peered hauntingly back at him from an advertising rack above a stack of Playboy magazines. The poster announced that the magazine contained an exclusive interview with Lennon and Ono, the first in-depth interview the couple had given in more than five years.

Late Sunday afternoon Chapman finally returned to the Sheraton and sought out the hotel’s restaurant. He was carrying the new January 1981 issue of Playboy and a small photograph of Dorothy and the lion from The Wizard of Oz. He was surprised to observe that the restaurant seemed empty as he seated himself. It was nearly an hour later when he looked up from the Playboy interview. He called to a uniformed man wearing a Sheraton name tag and demanded to know why no one had bothered to take his order. Pointing to a sign displayed prominently on a polished metal stand, the maître d’ curtly advised Chapman that he had been sitting in a part of the restaurant that had been closed for some time.

Apologizing for his outburst, Chapman moved to another table and ordered a bottle of Heineken beer. He also ordered a diet plate of ground beef and cottage cheese. Still absorbed in the Lennon interview after the meal, he ordered another bottle of Heineken and a dish of chocolate mousse. He nearly always drank Heineken and ate chocolate mousse when he dined at the restaurants of good hotels.

When he finished reading the Lennon Playboy interview, he flipped to the centerfold of the magazine. He studied the glossy, naked skin of the Playmate of the Month while savoring the final sips of his beer. Looking at the Playmate’s glowing, pink flesh, he thought again about The Catcher in the Rye. He thought about the curious experience that Holden Caulfield, his fictional alter ego, had undergone in a New York City hotel room with a prostitute in a green dress. Suddenly, Chapman was seized with the desire to be alone with a woman.

Returning in haste to his hotel room, he began flipping through the Manhattan Yellow Pages. He looked under E and found the listing for “Escort Services,” dialing the number of one with a name that he liked. He asked if any foreign women worked for the agency, saying he would prefer someone exotic—a woman from another country—to visit his hotel room for the evening.

“We have a foreign woman and she is very beautiful,” the man assured him. “And she works for tips—if you know what I mean.”

“That’s good,” Chapman said. “Yes, I would like a woman who works for tips. But there’s only one thing that’s important: She’s got to be quiet. I don’t want someone who will talk. If she doesn’t talk, I will tip her very well.”

About an hour later, Chapman opened the door to his hotel room. A shapely woman with golden hair and a European accent stepped inside. He noted at once that she was wearing a green dress.

“Thank you for coming,” he said, gesturing with his open palm for her to step into the room.

The woman appeared nervous. Chapman told her she could relax.

“I’m not kinky. I’m clean. I’m not weird,” he assured her. “I’m not even all that interested in having sex. I just wanted to be in the company of a woman tonight. I’m expecting that tomorrow will be a very difficult day for me.”

He offered to order a round of drinks from room service. The woman said she didn’t drink.

Chapman told the prostitute he didn’t intend to use her for his own sexual gratification.

“This is your night off,” he said. “We’ll do whatever you want to do.”

He offered to give the woman a massage. He asked her to take off her dress and get onto the bed with him. The woman obeyed, but asked if he would turn on the radio. She said she was afraid another hotel guest had seen her come into his room. She said she was afraid of going to jail.

Chapman worked his fingers gently against the woman’s smooth flesh for more than a half hour before he felt her tensed muscles begin to relax beneath his touch.

“A real man doesn’t have to use a woman,” he whispered to the prostitute. “A real man doesn’t have to take from a woman. He can give.”

Chapman believed himself to be possessed of normal and healthy heterosexual drives, although he had never especially enjoyed the act of intercourse. He enjoyed touching women and he enjoyed being touched by them in turn. There was something about the wet, warm feeling of entering a woman’s body, however, that had always frightened him. It made him feel that he was being swallowed up, disappearing into something he didn’t understand.

He had been twenty years old when he had had sex the first time. He had been engaged at the time to another woman, one of his childhood friends who was “a strong Christian.” The infidelity had caused him to feel shameful and afraid. It was nearly two years after he lost his virginity before he had slept with another woman, a drunken prostitute who had accosted him on a street in Bangkok, Thailand. He could count the number of times in his twenty-five years of life that he had engaged in the act of coitus, even with his wife.

As the prostitute finally moaned and shivered in pleasure beneath his hand, Chapman switched out the light. He guided her hand to himself and lay back in the darkness to try to shut out images of broken objects that flickered and swirled in his brain.

It was nearly 3 o’clock in the morning on Monday, December 8, when the prostitute stood from the bed and wriggled her smooth, naked body back into the snugly fitting dress. Chapman noted again with satisfaction the dress that was the same color as the one Holden’s prostitute had worn.

“Synchronicity,” he said to himself.

Counting out $190 in large bills from his wallet, he pressed the money into the woman’s eager hand, kissed her on the cheek, and walked her to the door.

Moments after the prostitute had left the room, he picked up a telephone handset from the nightstand beside the bed. He wanted to talk to his wife. It was the first time he had called home since saying good-bye to her at the Honolulu airport, nearly three days ago. He called collect.

Gloria Chapman remembered that it was about 10 P.M., Hawaiian time, when the phone rang. She had just finished reading the copy of The Catcher in the Rye that her husband had given her several weeks before. He had told her that she would understand him better if she read the book. He had signed the book for her: “Holden Caulfield.”

Gloria had been thinking about the similarities between Mark Chapman and Holden Caulfield when the phone rang. Later, she wrote down her memory of the long-distance conversation.


Late Sunday, Dec. 7, around 10 P.M., Mark called. He said he knew he had said he wasn’t going to call but he’s always changing his plans. He said he felt lonely. He said I sounded like I was doing okay, and I told him I was. I didn’t cry or plead with him to come home, like I did when he first went to New York.

He asked me how this party I went to Saturday was and said he was sorry he did not wish me a happy party when he left, but he wasn’t thinking about stuff like that. He asked me how his mom was. I asked him if he had seen any plays and he said no, not yet. He said the weather was real nice this time, not cold or rainy. He repeated something that he told me the night before he left when I was half asleep in bed.

He said that he loved me very much, more than anyone else and there is no one else, and even though sometimes he may do things which don’t make it seem like he does, he always loves me.

He also told me to call up his mom some time and tell her that he loves her and that he was glad to hear that she was feeling better. He said he hoped he didn’t wake me, he knew it was late. It was also very late there but he couldn’t get to sleep. I told him that I had just gone to bed and was reading my Bible. I told him that he should try and work on his problems one by one and that perhaps the first one he should work on was getting back with Christ again. After that, he only need ask for His help with the other problems. He seemed to agree and said his little Bible was on his nightstand. He apologized for calling collect, said after he had started the call he remembered that he could have put the call on his hotel bill. We finished our conversation by saying “I love you and I miss you.”



After hanging up the phone, Chapman took his Bible from his suitcase and opened it to the New Testament Book of John. He picked up a ballpoint pen and wrote the name Lennon after the words The Gospel According to John.

“They’re coming together,” he said to himself. “History and time.”

Reverently closing the Bible, Chapman set the alarm clock on his nightstand for 9 A.M. and switched off the light.


CHAPTER THREE

THE CATCHER GONE AWRY


Who wants flowers when you’re dead? Nobody.

—HOLDEN CAULFIELD



His mind racing too fast for sleep, Mark David Chapman rose early on the morning of December 8 to make final preparations for the event he had planned to stage in New York City. He had already been gone from the Sheraton for nearly an hour when the alarm clock on the nightstand began chiming at 9 A.M. in the empty room.

Before leaving the hotel, Chapman had neatly arranged and left behind a curious assortment of personal items on top of the hotel dresser. In an orderly semicircle, he had laid out his passport, an eight-track tape of the music of Todd Rundgren, and his little Bible, open to the The Gospel According to John (Lennon). He also left a letter from a former YMCA supervisor at Fort Chaffee, Arkansas, where, five years earlier, he had worked with refugees from the Vietnam War. Beside the letter were two photographs of himself surrounded by laughing Vietnamese children. At the center of the arrangement of personal effects, he had placed the small Wizard of Oz poster of Dorothy and the Cowardly Lion.

After laying out the mementos, he had walked in and out of the room several times, returning to the dresser and refining the arrangement each time he stepped back through the door. He wanted to be sure it would be the first sight to meet the eyes of the people who, he was sure, would be visiting his hotel room before the day was over. It would let them know that he had, at one time in his life, been more than the failure he was now—more than the creature he sensed he was about to become.

“I woke up knowing, somehow, that when I left that room, that was the last time I would see the room again,” Chapman recalled. “I truly felt it in my bones. I don’t know how. I had never seen John Lennon up to that point. I only knew that he was in the Dakota. But I somehow knew that this was it, this was the day. So I laid out on the dresser at the hotel room … just a tableau of everything that was important in my life. So it would say, ‘Look, this is me. Probably, this is the real me. This is my past and I’m going, gone to another place.’

“I practiced what it was going to look like when police officers came into the room. It was like I was going through a door and I knew I was going to go through a door, the poet’s door, William Blake’s door, Jim Morrison’s door. It was like I was going through a giant door. And I was. I was leaving my past. I was leaving what I was, going into a future of uncertainty. There were tremendous feelings of Holden Caulfield and The Catcher in the Rye. The paragraphs and sentences of that book were flowing through my brain and entering my blood, influencing my thoughts and my actions. My very soul was breathing between the pages of The Catcher in the Rye.”

Satisfied at last with the arrangement on the dresser, Chapman put on his trench coat and hat and draped his silk scarf around his neck. Before leaving the room, he stood before a full-length mirror and studied the outline of the gun in his coat pocket. After tearing, fitting, and discarding several thick pieces of cardboard to try to conceal the telltale image of the deadly chunk of steel, he finally fashioned one that he was satisfied would do the job.

During the previous two days, he had found his hand getting sweaty and uncomfortable when he had to keep it in the coat pocket concealing the pistol for long periods of time. Sliding the cardboard into the coat, he smiled when he saw that it made the weapon seem to disappear. He was pleased with his impromptu craftsmanship.

Spinning like a model before the mirror, Chapman observed that the cardboard remained in place, masking the deadly silhouette even when he moved. Snapping his hand quickly into the pocket, he found that the mask slipped obligingly aside as his fingers closed around the butt of the gun. In the manner that he had been taught as a security guard, Chapman suddenly twisted, crouched, and aimed the pistol at his image in the hotel-room mirror. Gripping the unloaded gun combat style, in both hands, the hammer clicked five times as quickly as he could flex and unflex his finger.

Still watching himself in the mirror, he reached into the pocket of his trousers and withdrew five stubby bullets. Feeling their weight in the palm of his hand, he visually inspected each one. They were hollow-point slugs, dimpled at their leaden tips to ensure that they would shatter on impact. Chapman had flown all the way from New York City to Georgia, during his first trip to the city a month before, to get the special bullets from a friend. He knew that hollow points vastly increased the destructive power of bullets when they struck any soft target—especially something as soft as a human body.

He inserted the cartridges into the five empty slots in the cylinder of the gun. Still watching himself in the mirror, Chapman held the loaded pistol aloft in his right hand and snapped the chamber shut with a flick of his wrist.

“The Catcher in the Rye of my generation,” he announced to his looking glass image. “Chapter Twenty-seven.”

He picked up the copy of the new John Lennon album he had purchased on Saturday and slid it snugly under his left arm. Before leaving the hotel room, he turned around for a final look at the items on the dresser. Should he find himself unable ever to speak again, he hoped the assemblage would tell the story of his life. He hoped the story would be told in a way that the world would understand. He wondered whether he should go back and write something, a statement of intent. Remembering that he still had to find and purchase a copy of The Catcher in the Rye somewhere in New York City, he decided that he would leave behind no other clues. The book would be his final statement and gift to the world.

As he closed the door behind him and walked down the hall to the elevator on the twenty-seventh floor of the hotel, he reflected to himself: “It’s almost like something a person who was going to commit suicide would do. Before they kill themselves, people lay out the things that mean the most to them.”

Chapman stepped off the elevator into the lobby of the Sheraton and walked past the checkout desk. Even though he didn’t plan on returning to the hotel, he wanted to preserve the room in which his carefully constructed memento collection was enshrined. He believed that everything was in place as he stepped from the hotel and walked along the crowded, Monday-morning sidewalks in search of The Catcher in the Rye. It was still early and he walked for several blocks before he found a small stationery store and bookshop that was open.

To his relief, soon after entering the shop he spotted the familiar red jacket of the paperback. The golden letters blazed before him from the bookshelf like a warm and comforting fire:


THE CATCHER IN THE RYE

J. D. SALINGER



It was the only copy on the shelf. Chapman took it reverently into his hands and moved into line behind a woman at a cash register. As he leafed through the first few pages of the book, he realized that he had left his pen back at the hotel and he picked up a new one from the store counter, a black plastic Bic.

Outside the bookstore he eagerly took the book and pen from a paper bag. Putting his foot against the rim of a webbed, yellow trash basket near the curb, he placed the book and the Double Fantasy album on his knee. He held the pen reflectively for a moment in his hand before pressing the tip against the inside cover page of the book.

“This is my statement,” he wrote. He paused for a moment and underlined the word This. He signed the statement: “Holden Caulfield” and paused again. After several moments, he added “The Catcher in the Rye.”

As he wrote in the book, Chapman recalled a letter he had sent several months earlier to James Lundquist, a University of Minnesota literature professor. Chapman had read a critical, unauthorized biography by Lundquist of J. D. Salinger, the enigmatic author who had gone into seclusion shortly after making Holden Caulfield come alive on the pages of the book in which Chapman now sought to live. In his letter, Chapman had thanked Lundquist for writing about Salinger. He said he had gained great insight by reading about the man who wrote The Catcher in the Rye. He signed the letter “The twenty-five-year-old Catcher.” He wondered if the literature professor had ever gotten the letter. He wondered if he had bothered to read it, or even thought about answering. It didn’t matter anymore.

Chapman stood on the sidewalk reading at random from the book the passages that he almost could recite by heart. Near the end of the novel, on page 187, he found the dialogue he was looking for:


“This fall I think you’re riding for—it’s a special kind of fall, a horrible kind. The man falling isn’t permitted to feel or hear himself hit bottom. He just keeps falling and falling. The whole arrangement’s designed for men who, at some time or other in their lives, were looking for something their own environment couldn’t supply them with. Or they thought their own environment couldn’t supply them with. So they gave up looking.”



He felt a chill of meaning as he continued to leaf through the book. On page 197 he read: “It was Monday and all, and pretty near Christmas, and all the stores were open.”

“Amazing,” he murmured aloud to himself. “The coincidence is just amazing. A Monday. Pretty near Christmas.

“History and time. Synchronicity.”

As he slipped the stiff, new paperback into the left pocket of the trench coat, Chapman felt the inky words of J. D. Salinger begin to mingle with his own blood.

He saw his purpose with crystal clarity. Sliding his left hand into the trench coat, caressing the book with the tips of his fingers, he began walking north, toward Central Park and the Dakota.

“I remember actually feeling, thinking perhaps I would become Holden Caulfield. Not that I would become crazy. That I would actually become Holden Caulfield.

“The book is very poignant, very strong. Almost spiritual, it’s so strong. Like Holden, I wasn’t going to say anything to anyone else.

“I remember feeling like I was going to go into a fetal position, a coma—just kind of vegetate—and it was such a vivid image I had of a man who wouldn’t have to have anything to do with the world anymore. A man who just wants it to be black all around him.

“Something was awry and I was caught up in it.”



IN MEMORY OF HAROLD STEELE
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