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some friends at a hotel in Toronto to record a
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To this day, people are still talking — and

singing — about John.
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Prologue

December 6, 1980



He sits in the airplane, inside a cloud of cigarette smoke. He opens his wallet and looks at the permit for his handgun. He was going to buy a .22 when the salesman steered him toward a .38.

Well, if you get a .22 and a burglar comes in,1 he’s just going to laugh at you, the salesman said. But if you have a .38 nobody’s going to laugh at you. Just one shot with a .38 and you’re going to bring him down.

The safest way to transport the weapon,2 the Federal Aviation Administration told him over the phone, was to pack it, along with the ammo, inside a suitcase — which he did. The gun was purchased legally — personal protection, he told the salesman — in Hawaii.

The ammo is another matter. Hollow-points are illegal in New York. If security decides to search his bag, he could be arrested.

It’ll be fine, he keeps telling himself as he exits the plane. The biggest threat these days is skyjacking. He doesn’t look like a terrorist.

He stands at the carousel inside LaGuardia, keeping an eye out for his bag while covertly watching the security people from behind the reddish-brown tinted lenses of his aviator-style eyeglasses.

No one is paying attention to him — a good sign. He picks up his suitcase.

No one comes running for him.

He heads for the exit.

No one comes looking for him.

The people he passes — business travelers and those who have come to the Big Apple to enjoy a few days of Christmas shopping — don’t even acknowledge his presence. No eye contact, not a nod hello, nothing.

It’s like I’m invisible.

And in a way, he is. He’s been invisible his whole life. He’s not remarkable in any way, which gives him a distinct tactical advantage. He can blend in anywhere, and he doesn’t look threatening.

And I have to stay that way. I have to appear normal at all times.

Which means staying out of his head as much as possible.

His mind is a dangerous neighborhood.

He steps outside the airport, into the bright sunshine. The air is unseasonably warm. He drops his suitcase at the curb and, sweating and out of breath, hails a cab, his thoughts turning to the five bullets packed next to his gun.3 The FAA also told him that changes in air pressure could damage them.4

He only needs one of them to work.

The five hollow-point Smith & Wesson +P cartridges are designed for maximum stopping power — and maximum damage. When one hits soft tissue, the tip mushrooms into a lethal miniature buzz saw that spins and bounces its way through the body, shredding tissue and organs.

One shot is more than enough to ensure John Lennon’s death.

A yellow cab slides up next to him. He puts his suitcase in the trunk, then gets into the back seat. He gives the driver the address for the West Side YMCA, off Central Park West. It’s only nine blocks away from his true destination.

He puts on his best smile and tells the cabbie, “I’m a recording engineer.”5

The taxi pulls away from the curb.

“I’m working with John Lennon and Paul McCartney.”6

The cabbie ignores him.

He glares at the back of the man’s head. If you only knew what I’m about to do, you would be paying attention to me. You wouldn’t be treating me like some nowhere man.

“Nowhere Man” is a song by his favorite group of all time, the Beatles. Well, they used to be his favorite, until they broke up. And he still hasn’t forgiven John Lennon for saying that the Beatles were more popular than Jesus.

That was blasphemy.

The taxi gets in line with the bumper-to-bumper traffic heading into Manhattan. Everyone is rushing to Rockefeller Center. A sixty-five-foot Norway spruce has just been delivered, and electricians are working feverishly to prepare for the annual Christmas tree-lighting ceremony, which is only a few days away.

He takes out a bag of coke.7 Snorts a line off his fist.

The cabbie is now watching him in the rearview mirror.

“Want some?”

The driver shakes his head and returns his attention to the road.

The coke isn’t working its magic. Instead of feeling a wave of intense pleasure, he’s sweating and working himself into a rage, all of it aimed at Lennon.

“But I’d plug him anyway,”8 he mutters. “Six shots through his fat, hairy belly.” He arrives at his destination. He pays his fare, and as he steps out of the cab, he imagines police swarming him, their weapons drawn, ready to arrest him. He sees himself locked inside a jail cell for the rest of his life.

The thought brings him comfort.

Peace.

He turns back to the driver. “I’m Mark Chapman.9 Remember my name if you hear it again.”
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CHAPTER 1

You’ll like John,” Paul McCartney’s friend Ivan Vaughan says. “He’s a great fellow.”1

Paul knows John Lennon, but only by sight, really. John is older — almost seventeen — and the two have never spoken, even though they ride the same Allerton-to-Woolton bus to school.

Today John’s singing with his band, the Quarry Men, at the St. Pete’s Church fete, and fifteen-year-old Paul and Ivy have bicycled over to check them out. Well, Ivy’s interested — Paul wants to check out the girls.

It’s Saturday, July 6, 1957, and already hot when the Quarry Men take the outside stage.

John’s wearing a “shortie”—a knee-length coat—over a checkered red-and-white shirt and black drainpipe jeans. He starts to cover the Del-Vikings’ doo-wop tune “Come Go with Me.” Paul has heard the American song only a handful of times, on the Decca Records show on Radio Luxembourg and playing in one of the record-shop booths.

Paul half listens and goes back to scouting the crowd. He’s thinking about which girl to approach first when he hears John change the lyrics without skipping a beat. Paul knows a lot about the guitar, and he can’t figure out what style John is playing as he breaks into a rockabilly cover of Gene Vincent’s “Be-Bop-a-Lula.” John dominates the stage. Owns it.

Which isn’t much of a surprise. Everyone knows John Lennon is cocky and confident — and a local Ted, or Teddy Boy. Here in Liverpool, the Teds, with their long sideburns and oiled-up hair swept together in the back like a duck’s arse, are hard, rebellious working-class men and boys who love getting into fights.

Paul follows Ivy inside the St. Peter’s church hall, where the band’s setting up to play another set. John is widely considered a hoodlum. He lives with his aunt instead of his mum. The talk around town is that John’s father abandoned him, and now John’s mum lives in sin with another man. They had two daughters out of wedlock.

The memory of Paul’s own mother suddenly crowds his thoughts.

This past October, on the twenty-ninth, Mary McCartney went into the hospital. She didn’t tell him or his brother, Mike, why. Then, two days later, on Halloween, she died—from breast cancer, Paul found out eventually. Eight months have passed, and the loss still pierces him.

And that’s when he became consumed by music. As his brother puts it, “You lose a mother — and you find a guitar?”2

If you can sing or play an instrument,3 Paul, you’ll always be invited to the party, his dad, Jim, a jazz musician in his youth, tells him. Paul starts on the trumpet, but after hearing Elvis Presley and Lonnie Donegan, the so-called King of Skiffle, he takes the horn back to the Rushworth and Dreaper music shop and swaps it for a Zenith guitar.

The problem is he’s left-handed, and guitars are made for right-handers. So he’s learned to play the guitar in reverse — right hand working the fret board, shaping the chords, while strumming with his left.

Paul picks up one of the guitars in the hall and starts to play “Twenty Flight Rock” — a song Eddie Cochran performed in the movie The Girl Can’t Help It — which he only learned a few days ago. It’s an immensely tricky song to play, even more so if you’re forced to play wrong-handed. But Paul’s only ambition in life is to be like Elvis, so he puts a lot of swagger into his impromptu performance. John stands nearby, his eyes narrowed, almost slanted. It’s the same look he had earlier while performing onstage, as though he were looking down on the crowd.

And now he’s looking down on me. Thinks I’m just a fat schoolboy.4
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Paul finishes the song, then starts to tell John about how he works out his own lyrics: “Like I’m writing an essay or doing a crossword puzzle.”5

John nods, uninterested.

Paul goes over to a nearby piano. He sits and starts to play Jerry Lee Lewis’s hit song “Whole Lotta Shakin’ Goin’ On.” Paul really gets into the music, even pounding the keys like Jerry Lee does.

Paul feels John’s arm on his shoulder. John leans over, contributing a deft right hand in the song’s upper octaves. He’s drunk,6 Paul realizes.

When they finish playing, John announces that it’s time for the pub. Paul’s heart thunders with excitement. The coolest kid in Liverpool has just invited me.

Bubbling beneath it is another feeling: apprehension. Every adult, including Paul’s dad, says about John, He’ll get you into trouble, son.7 John Lennon, with his intimidating glare and his sideburns and upturned collar. You saw him rather than met him.8

Now that Paul has, he’s sticking around.
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CHAPTER 2

John doesn’t care that Paul is only fifteen. Musically, he’s as serious as John is about rock ’n’ roll. Paul’s already composing songs and knows how to play the piano.

And he plays the guitar perfectly — upside down.

Should I ask Paul to join the band? What if he tries to take over? John ponders these questions as he stands on the cobblestones outside the Cavern Club, in central Liverpool, where the Quarry Men played their first gig. The club, located under a fruit and vegetable warehouse, is a well-known jazz venue. “We never get auditions because of the jazz bands,”1 John says, but now jazz is on the way out, replaced by skiffle, a British version of jug-band music that the Quarry Men play.

But John’s true love is American rock ’n’ roll, and tonight he wants nothing more than to get onstage and bend the crowd’s ears back with its raw rhythms. Except the Cavern Club doesn’t allow that type of music. No place does.

Rock ’n’ roll has had a bad reputation ever since the American film Rock Around the Clock came to Britain last year and waves of teenagers ripped up their cinema seats so they could dance to the title track, by Bill Haley and His Comets.2 Now the old guard is terrified of the music’s destructive power. The BBC won’t play it on radio or TV.

But rock ’n’ roll isn’t going away. Until just recently, the number-one song in the country was Elvis Presley’s “All Shook Up.” John first heard about Elvis from a schoolmate quoting a music magazine. New Musical Express featured this strangely named American singer who had women screaming and fainting when he sang “Heartbreak Hotel” and thrust his hips onstage.

John bought the record and rushed home with it. He lives with his aunt, Mimi Smith, not his mum, Mimi’s sister Julia. At night, John gets underneath the bedcovers with his portable radio and turns the volume down low to listen to medium-wave Radio Luxembourg, which plays all the American rock ’n’ roll hits.

Mimi does not approve of rock ’n’ roll. She thinks people who listen to it are “low class” and wants him to stay focused on his schoolwork. Mimi doesn’t know that he’s formed a band, let alone that he has a gig tonight.

“A guitar’s all right,3 John, but you’ll never earn a living by it.”

But John’s sure she’s wrong. “I wanted to write Alice in Wonderland and be Elvis Presley,”4 he says, and as far as he’s concerned, he can — and will — do both. A few days ago, he’d discovered that Mimi had yet again “cleaned” his room, tossing out all his drawings and poems. He was furious and didn’t hold back: You’ve thrown my fuckin’ poetry out, and you’ll regret it when I’m famous.5

John wonders what Mimi’s reaction would be if she found out that the source of his forbidden Ted clothes is Julia, who loves Elvis just as much as he does. Julia, unlike puritan Mimi, has a record player and loves to sing and dance and toss about her gingery hair.6 She even bought him his first guitar, an acoustic Spanish flamenco-style model with steel strings that have cut painful grooves into his fingertips from his constant practicing.

By the time John meets up with his mates at the Cavern Club that evening, he’s come to a decision about Paul McCartney. “It went through my head that I’d have to keep him in line,”7 John later reveals. “But he was worth having.” John seeks out a mutual friend, Pete Shotton, to extend the invitation.
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A four-string guitar strapped around his shoulder, John stares out at the middle-aged audience. God, they look stiff. He turns to the band and cues them.

Rod Davis, the banjo player, sidles up next to him, frantic. “You can’t do that,” he says. “They’ll eat you alive if you start playing rock ’n’8 roll in the Cavern!”

John ignores him and turns back to the crowd.

Let’s give ’em a taste of the King.

John belts out Elvis Presley’s “Don’t Be Cruel.” The Quarry Men follow.

The manager hears the chorus — Don’t be cruel to a heart that’s true — and rushes to the stage with a note.

Cut out the bloody rock ’n’9 roll.

John tosses the note aside and channels Jerry Lee Lewis and his new favorite, Buddy Holly and the Crickets, as he tears into another rock ’n’ roll number from the American pop charts.
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John invites Paul to play a gig with the Quarry Men at New Clubmoor Hall in Norris Green,10 the northern part of Liverpool — a good distance by bus from where they all live.

They open with “Guitar Boogie” by Arthur Smith and His Cracker-Jacks. The guitar solo is easy to play, a simple twelve-bar. But not only is this Paul’s first time playing with the band, it’s also his first guitar solo ever.

Onstage, John and Paul take turns singing. When one leads, the other harmonizes. John’s strength is holding the lower key; Paul’s voice is more suited for the higher range.

Paul starts his guitar solo.

His fingers won’t move. It’s like they’re stuck to the fret board.

Paul fights his way through it until his round face is flushed. Wet.

After the show, everyone is looking at him, and he’s frightened. Yet he’s resolute on one point. “It wiped me out as a lead guitar player,11 that night,” Paul says. “I never played lead again onstage.”
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John is in his bedroom, composing a poem on his portable typewriter, when he hears a knock on the back door, off the kitchen.

Mimi calls up the stairs: “John, your little friend’s here.”12

She uses this patronizing tone with all his friends. “I thought John and Mimi had a very special relationship,”13 Paul later says. “She would always be making fun of him and he never took it badly; he was always very fond of her, and she of him.” Even though she “would take the mickey,” Paul says, “I never minded it, in fact I think she quite liked me — out of a put-down I could glean the knowledge that she liked me.”14

Mimi thinks Paul is the one “taking the mickey out” of her with his posh accent.15 “I thought, ‘He’s a snake charmer all right,’ John’s little friend, Mr. Charming. I wasn’t falling for it.”

John enters the kitchen and finds Paul McCartney standing there, Mimi eyeing the guitar in Paul’s hand and reminding them both to keep the noise down and not bother her student lodgers.

The University of Liverpool students Mimi takes in to supplement her widow’s state pension don’t interest John, though he’s also earned a place at the Liverpool College of Art after a portfolio review of his cartoons and caricatures. Maybe I can get a job drawing gorgeous girls for toothpaste posters is his thought.16

“We’ve got this song, Mimi, do you want to hear it?” John asks his aunt.

“Certainly not,” Mimi scoffs. “Front porch, John Lennon,17 front porch.”

John closes the door, telling Paul that he likes it out on the porch “as the echo of the guitars bounce[s] nicely off the glass and the tiles.”18

The moment Mimi leaves the house, they race upstairs and play Little Richard records. They both worship the singer from Macon, Georgia, and Paul can even mimic those trademark hollers and screams on “Tutti Frutti” and “Long Tall Sally.”

But Elvis Presley is God, and they are his acolytes. They don’t just play Elvis records — they also analyze them, trying to figure out the chord progressions, every single sound. All the rock songs they know are played with C, F, and G or G7. They’re determined to crack the chords to Elvis’s “Blue Moon,” but it’s not until early winter that they discover that C, A minor, F, and G are the exact same chords Paul Anka used in his hit “Diana,”19 recorded in 1957, when he was fifteen, the same age as Paul.

John’s excitement is so fierce, so intense, that it’s nearly blinding. It confirms what he’s known all along: music is the reason he was put on this earth.

And he’s going to do music with Paul McCartney.




[image: Penguin walking logo]
CHAPTER 3

Paul walks home, still riding the high of finally cracking the chord progression for “Blue Moon.” He prefers riding his bicycle, but he can’t do that when he brings his guitar, since it doesn’t have a case.

His father still has no idea he’s hanging out with John Lennon, but it doesn’t matter, really, whether his dad likes John. They’re friends now. Musical brothers in arms.

John, of course, knows how Jim McCartney feels about him. John gives Paul some cleverly worded advice: Face up to your dad!1 Tell him to fuck off!

He’s thinking about it.

Paul wishes he could find a way, some combination of words, to explain to his father just how deep John is. Not only in his passion for music but also in his art. That John composes poetry; that he could be a great writer.

Paul takes a shortcut via the Allerton Municipal Golf Course, which is closed for the season.

Paul is good at the guitar. And he’s pretty good at singing. But playing and singing … that takes practice. And what a better place than the middle of an empty golf course?

Paul stops walking to listen. A couple of times, people have caught him, and when they do, he immediately stops playing and starts walking.

But right now, in the pitch black, he’s pretty sure he’s alone. He straps the guitar over his shoulder and, in his mind’s eye, sees himself stepping onstage, in front of thousands of people. The crowd goes wild, clapping and screaming his name.

Paul steels himself. Summons his nerves.

He starts to play.

Sings.

The crowd roars in approval. The women are hysterical. Some have fainted.

Paul is getting into a good rhythm, singing at the top of his voice, when he hears someone behind him shout: “Hey!”

Paul stops playing.

Whips around and sees a man — a policeman — approaching him.

Oh, God, I’m going to get arrested for a breach of the peace.

“Was that you I heard playing the guitar?”

Paul considers lying, even though it’s crystal clear he’s been caught red-handed.

Even as his heart pounds, he decides to go with the truth.

“Yes, sir.”

The policeman, tall and burly, towers over him. If he gets arrested, what will he tell his dad?

“Can you give me guitar lessons?” the man asks.2
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CHAPTER 4

John and Paul’s new project is to crack the intro to Buddy Holly’s “That’ll Be the Day.”

They’ve been going at it for weeks.

The friends sit in chairs, practically toe to toe, and watch each other play guitar. It’s like “holding a mirror up” between the left-handed Paul and the right-handed John.1

John rarely goes to class. When he does, he’s outspoken. Rebellious. Argumentative and stubborn.

“I was aggressive because I wanted to be popular,”2 John later says. “I wanted to be the leader … I wanted everybody to do what I told them to do, to laugh at my jokes and let me be the boss.”

At Liverpool College of Art, some classmates and teachers like him, though many despise him.

But no one ignores him.

Still, he is most in his element at the “eyeball to eyeball” sessions he and Paul undertake at Paul’s empty home.3 Every weekday except Mondays, Paul cuts school at the Liverpool Institute High School for Boys, and they take the green double-decker 86 bus — sitting up top, outside, so they can smoke.

John finds the well-worn furniture, with its protruding springs hidden by cotton covers, comforting and warm — much more like his mum’s than Mimi’s more austere house. John takes a seat and removes his glasses from his pocket.

Paul is staring at him.

You never knew I wore glasses because I never wear them. When he started having vision problems, Mimi took John to the eye doctor. The other kindergartners ridiculed the thick lenses needed to correct his severe nearsightedness, though, and he still refuses to wear his glasses in public.

But he feels comfortable with Paul, who’s like a younger brother. One who’s insanely talented, ambitious, and determined.

They go at the chords over and over.

John works his guitar until he nails the intro.

To celebrate, Paul lights up his dad’s spare pipe with a pinch of tobacco they find in the tea caddy.

John takes a puff and thinks, Practically every Buddy Holly song is three chords. We should write our own.

Though John ignored Paul the first time he talked about his songwriting techniques, now he’s curious and draws him out.

Paul starts at the beginning. “I’d either sit down with a guitar or at the piano,”4 he says, “and just look for melodies, chord shapes, musical phrases, some words, a thought just to get started with.”

John wants in on this creative process, but it doesn’t take long for him to discover that songwriting is hard.

Their first collaboration, “Too Bad About Sorrows,” remains incomplete, as does their follow-up, “Just Fun.” The next one they work on, “Because I Know You Love Me So,” has a Buddy Holly feel to it. They’ve already worked out the harmony.

Paul turns to a fresh page in his notebook to start a new song. Up at the top, he writes, “Another Lennon-McCartney Original.”
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“I’ve got a mate who can play ‘Raunchy,’5 ” Paul says. Bill Justis’s “Raunchy” is a recent hit from America and a tricky instrumental to cover. Being able to play it is a sign of a really good guitarist.

“Who?”

“George Harrison.”

Right. Little George Harrison. John has met him, that small kid with a thick mop of hair who’s still fourteen, eight months younger than Paul and a class below him at Liverpool Institute.

Still, Paul keeps talking his mate up. In addition to his rock-solid guitar skills, Paul tells John, Little George is cool.6 He even dresses cool — sometimes outrageously, to get a rise out of the adults. “Cocky” is the word Paul uses to describe him,7 approvingly.

But John isn’t swayed from his opinion that “George was just too young.”8

“I didn’t dig him on first sight,”9 John says later. “George looked even younger than Paul,10 and Paul looked about ten with his baby face.”

On February 6, 1958, the Quarry Men are playing Wilson Hall, sharing the bill with the Eddie Clayton Skiffle Group.11 (Clayton is the lead guitarist, backed by a drummer named Ringo Starr.)

After the show, John challenges George.

“John said if I could play like that,12 I could join them,” George recalls.

Paul remains George’s champion. “Go on, George, show him!” George aces the audition.13 “I played ‘Ranchee’ [sic] for them,14 and he said I could join.”

John agrees that George “knew more chords, a lot more, than we knew.”15

He’s still a bit embarrassed to be seen with a fourteen-year-old, though. But he’s even more appreciative of strength in numbers, calculating, “Now there were three of us.”16
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CHAPTER 5

At a party celebrating Commonwealth Day, John and his band play on the back of a parked coal lorry. As he sings and plays, he sees three members of his family standing in the crowd.

His mum, Julia, and his younger half sisters — Julia, who shares Mum’s name, and Jacqui — are the best kind of fans, singing along with him, shouting and screaming their praises. Julia acts more like a friend than his mother.

John still feels a bit like an outsider with them and Bobby Dykins, Julia’s common-law husband, though he’s comfortable enough at their house, on 1 Blomfield Road, to be there visiting on Tuesday, July 15, while Julia’s off spending time with Mimi.

John is still waiting for Julia’s return at nearly 10:00 p.m. With his sisters asleep upstairs, it’s just John and Dykins when a knock comes at the door.

It’s a policeman, who looks directly at John.

“Are you Julia Dykins’s son?” the constable asks.1

“Yes,” John mumbles.

“I’m sorry to tell you your mother’s dead.”
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Julia has been struck by a car while crossing Menlove Avenue to catch the bus home. Mimi went in the ambulance with her to Sefton General, and John and Bobby Dykins race over to the hospital, but when they arrive, John waits outside.

He can’t bring himself to go in and say good-bye.

We’d caught up so much, me and Julia, John thinks.2 We could communicate. We got on. She was great.

The grief turns over to rage. Fuck it, fuck it, fuck it. That’s really fucked everything. I’ve no responsibilities to anyone now.


[image: ]

Julia’s funeral, at Allerton Cemetery, is real and yet not real.

The man who killed her was a student driver and off-duty policeman named Eric Clague, who is acquitted of all charges. The only punishment the man receives is a short suspension from duty.

When the verdict’s read, Mimi looks at Clague and shouts, “Killer!”3

John thinks of Julia, buried and all alone in the ground.

The awful finality shatters him.

Mother, you had me, but I never had you.4




December 6, 1980



Mark checks in to the YMCA. The clerk might say he’s a regular. He stayed here last month. He had flown in to kill Lennon.

The rooms are only $16.50 a night.1 He could afford to stay a while, scope out the Dakota.

The doorman at the apartment building didn’t give his name, but Mark heard someone call him Jay. Jay is a Beatles fan, too. The man is also a liar. Last month, Jay told Mark that Mr. Lennon was “out of town.”2 Then Mark saw Lennon and Yoko’s picture on the front page of the New York Times.

That’s when he went out to the movies and saw that stupid film, Ordinary People. Mark likes to think of himself as anything but ordinary, but then he had so closely identified with Timothy Hutton’s character that he felt like making a confession, the way Hutton did to his psychiatrist.

Mark doesn’t have a shrink, doesn’t need one, so he did the next best thing: he went to a pay phone and called his wife. She’s Japanese, like Yoko.

I’m coming home,3 he whispered. Then he looked around, making sure no one could overhear, and said the words out loud for the first time. I came to New York to kill John Lennon.

Come home,4 Gloria told him. Come home.

I’m coming home. Your love has saved me. I’m not going to do this.

Now Mark has no intention of returning home. This time he’s committed to his goal. Lennon’s death will prove to the world, once and for all, that the man is a phony. A liar and a sinner.

Gloria believes he has returned to New York to find himself, that he wants to write a children’s book. She believes him — obeys him, grants his every desire. Gloria believes everything he tells her because she is a good Christian woman and does what she’s told.
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Safely tucked inside his YMCA room, with its single bed and black-and-white TV, Mark double-checks the lock on the door. Then he turns to his suitcase and removes the gun — a .38 caliber Charter Arms.5 It’s very similar to the snub-nosed Smith & Wesson handguns used by undercover police. The perfect weapon to use for assassination.

He knows how to handle a weapon. He put in plenty of hours on the range to get certified so that he could carry a .22 when he worked security. He knows how to get in a combat stance and how to sight a target.

Soon the world will know they’re dealing with an expert killer.

There was a time when he preached against guns and violence. Lennon, ironically, was the inspiration for his awakening.

The Beatles are bigger than Jesus, Lennon boasted.

He took Jesus’s side. Took shelter, too, in the spiritual laws of the Christian faith. Took up a life of purpose, starting at the Chapel Woods Presbyterian Church in Snellville, Georgia.

Guns, he told people, were evil. But he soon realized the error of his ways. Speaking is only a weak form of doing.

He had to do more, much more, than converting neighbors and leaving pamphlets in local restaurants. He took a job as a missionary with the YMCA’s International Camp Counselor Program in Lebanon—until civil war broke out, brought him back home. In Lebanon he found even greater purpose as a first responder on the front lines of the wreckage of conflict.

The sights of Palestinian gunmen killing four people at a Christian church in East Beirut, militant leaders killing thirty Palestinian supporters on a bus, played on a permanent loop in his brain. As a counselor at a Vietnamese refugee camp, day after day he listened to stories of families being slaughtered and Vietnamese women being raped by American soldiers.

Or half listened, because he couldn’t wait to speak his piece, set them on the right path. He taught them the ways of revenge — how to make themselves even stronger than their persecutors.

While he was sharing his strength, what was Lennon doing? Nothing. Living the life of a pampered celebrity inside the walls of the Dakota.

He told us to imagine no possessions.6 He’s done the reverse. There he is, with millions of dollars and yachts and farms and a country estate, laughing at people like me who had believed the lies and bought the records and built a big part of our lives around his music.

Lennon’s lyrics about peace and love—it’s all bullshit. Lennon admitted as much in a recent article.7 All his work for peace — the bed-ins and concerts — were essentially put-ons. They were phony, fake, publicity-grabbing schemes.

A mirror hangs on a nearby wall. Mark stands in front of it, sees his double chin and his round, moon-shaped face. Sees the faint traces of a man who had once believed in Lennon and the Beatles and God and Jesus.

That person is dead. That person died last month, the day he quit his security job and signed out as “John Lennon.”8

Mark backs up until he can see his chest and torso. He slips the .38 into his jacket pocket, covers the gun with his hand.

Practices withdrawing the weapon and dropping into a combat stance.9 Does it again and again until he feels confident that he can remove the weapon in one smooth motion.

Now he takes in a deep breath and imagines himself standing outside the Dakota. He is Saint Peter the Apostle among the throng of Lennon disciples. They’re all anxious to catch a glimpse of their false god, but only he has a testament to preach. With the Charter Arms as his witness.

In his mind, he sees a limousine pull up to the curb. Lennon gets out, alone, because he doesn’t travel with bodyguards. He’s a man of the people.

Lennon gives a quick wave, then dashes toward the Dakota’s front entrance.

“Mr. Lennon?”10

Mark imagines Lennon ignoring him. He’ll make the man finally see. Mark swiftly removes the handgun, watches his reflection drop into a combat stance.

“Mr. Lennon.”

This time, Lennon pays attention. He turns, sees the gun pointed at him, but it’s too late.

Inside the room, Mark pulls the trigger. It clicks softly, because there’s no ammo, but in his mind, he hears the gunshot go off. He sees Lennon collapse against the pavement. Lennon looks like he’s about to say something — “I’m sorry,” maybe, or “Please forgive me for my sins” — and Mark squeezes the trigger again.

And again.

Again.

All five shots.

It’s over. Lennon is dead.
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Mark loads the hollow-points given to him in Atlanta by his cop friend, Dana.11 There’s nothing more power-packed than these babies, Dana had told him. Dana thinks Mark needs the ammo for protection on the dangerous streets of New York.

Dana had taken him into the woods for target practice and gave him some valuable pointers.

Mark’s aim has improved considerably.

Lennon doesn’t stand a chance.

Mark puts on his brimless Russian hat with its fake fur. He slips the .38 into his pocket and holds it.

The gun feels warm in his hands.

Mark smiles. Happy.
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CHAPTER 6

On May 5, 1960, John Lennon heads to Slater Street’s Jacaranda Club,1 which has a jukebox and an Italian espresso machine. Coffee bars like this are popular teenage hangouts, and at night, downstairs in the former coal cellar, the Jacaranda has a members-only club for up-and-coming bands.

Now John finds Allan Williams standing behind the Jacaranda’s counter. Williams, a tiny man with a black bushy beard, has suddenly become a key player in the Liverpool music scene.

“Allan,” John says, “why don’t you do something for us?”2

Williams adjusts the black top hat he wears all the time, even in the summer.

“How do you mean ‘us’? Who’s us?”

“My group,” John says. “The Beatles.”

John’s inspiration comes from the Crickets,3 Buddy Holly’s band, as well as his love for wordplay. Changing the second e to an a gives “Beatles” a double meaning — both crawling things and rhythmic music.

John’s heard that there’s an audition with Billy Fury and tells Williams that he wants to be part of it.

Williams nods. “Sure. What’s your group’s lineup?”4

John tells him about Paul and George and their new member, Stuart Sutcliffe, a fellow student from art college. Williams knows Stu as the student who painted the murals in the basement of the Jacaranda — but when Stu sells an abstract painting at Walker Art Gallery,5 John persuades him to use the windfall to purchase a Hofner 333 four-string bass.6 Stu doesn’t know how to play it yet, but John’s certain he’ll learn.

Besides, Stu looks the part. He’s a thin guy with a Vandyke beard who looks a lot like American actor James Dean. According to George, John wanted Stu in the band because he “looks so cool.”7 He wears shades clipped on his eyeglasses.

“Who’s the drummer?” Williams asks.8

“We haven’t got one,” John admits.

“I’ll try to find you one,” Williams assures him. He delivers a fellow named Tommy Moore.9 Moore’s married and old — almost twenty-nine — but promises to come to the audition on May 10, after his shift at the Garston Bottle Company factory.

They’ve upgraded their clothes—to black shirts and jeanslike trousers — and their equipment. George has a new guitar, a Futurama, and Paul purchased an Elpico amplifier.10 John’s former guitar, a gift from his mother, broke into pieces after all the playing. Mimi refused to buy him another one (“If you want it,”11 she told him, “prove it”), which forced him to get an actual job, laboring to construct the city’s new water pumping station. His hands bled every day of the long, hot summer.

John bumps into Brian Casser, the lead singer of Cass and the Cassanovas. “What’s your group called again?” Casser asks John.

“The Beatles.” Casser laughs at the unusual name. They go around and around until John settles on Long John and the Silver Beatles.12

When their turn arrives, they play three songs — John taking lead in one, Paul taking lead in the second, the third an instrumental. Stu, who doesn’t know the proper notes, plays with his back to music promoter Larry Parnes and the rest of the auditioners. It was Paul’s suggestion — he called it “doing a moody,”13 as if Stu, with his dark glasses, was too cool to be bothered.

Long John and the Silver Beatles fail the audition. The band needs a lot more practice.
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Williams lets them use the Jacaranda cellar for rehearsals. George ties a microphone to a broomstick, and Cynthia Powell, John’s girlfriend from art college, holds it up for whoever is singing.

One day, they have an audience — Rory Storm and his band the Hurricanes, with guitarist Johnny Guitar and drummer Ringo Starr, whose real name is Richard “Richy” Starkey.

“Why Ringo?” Cyn asks him.

He holds up a hand and says, “Because I wear three rings.14 That’s what they called me at first — Rings.” He tells Cyn the story behind each one. “This one’s from me mum I got when I was sixteen, this one’s an engagement ring from me girlfriend, and this one’s me granddad’s wedding ring I got when he died.”

“He looked like a tough guy,”15 George says after Ringo and his bandmates leave, “with that gray streak in his hair and half a gray eyebrow and that big nose.”

John agrees. They all do.
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CHAPTER 7

The ballroom in Scotland’s Alloa Town Hall is huge, beautiful — and packed. Larry Parnes has sent the Silver Beatles on a ten-day tour of Scotland as a backing band to Johnny Gentle. The group performs three songs, two of which are Elvis numbers — “Teddy Bear” and “Wear My Ring Around Your Neck” — and then the headliner makes his entrance. True to his name, he’s quiet and relaxed.1 They play behind him for half an hour.

It’s a disaster.
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“We were crummy, horrible,”2 George says as they’re packing up their equipment. “An embarrassment.”

George isn’t wrong.

Worse, they find out that one of the local promoters called Parnes to complain: “They’re a scruffy no-good group.”3

Johnny Gentle, though, seems okay. A ship’s carpenter, he built his own guitar, and he can write songs. While they’re in Inverness, he shows John and George an unfinished song of his, which “was fine up to the middle-eight.”4

John helps him with the lyrics.

Now the song flows.

“That’s great,” Johnny says, impressed. “I’m going to use it.”

They’ve been promised £75 for the gig, and it hasn’t come through. They sleep in the van;5 one night in a hayloft. It’s a miserable week, but “a vital experience for us,”6 Paul later says, “because after that we knew it was no breeze — you’d have to work hard and sort out where the money was coming from. It taught us a lot of lessons.”

Ten days later, they arrive back home. John gets the results of his exams. Not only did he fail, he also got a “red letter” from the Liverpool College of Art that says, “Don’t bother coming back next September.”7

Mimi is shattered. Her view of John’s future is blacker than ever.8

Paul, too, is facing pressure. His father wants him to go get a job. Same with George, who lost his electrician apprenticeship when he left for Scotland.

“Well,” Paul says when they all get together, in the early days of August, “what are we going to do?”

Allan Williams comes to them a week later,9 on August 11, 1960.

“Good news, lads. The Silver Beatles are going to play in Hamburg, Germany.”

He sets one tough condition. “No drummer,10 no trip.”

Paul has a solution. “What about the son of the owner of the Casbah Club?”

“Pete Best?” John asks.

Paul nods. “He’s got his own drum kit.”11

Eighteen-year-old Pete is clearly a beginner, but “he could keep one beat going for long enough,”12 says John.
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CHAPTER 8

They arrive in Hamburg’s St. Pauli district around midnight, after traveling by ferry from Harwich to the Hook of Holland and then by van to Germany.1

After signing contracts in German and English, they’re shown to their dank,2 dismal living quarters behind the movie screen of the Bambi porno theater — “a pigsty … a run down fleapit” — across from the Indra Club,3 where they’ll be working for Bruno Koschmider,4 a fiftysomething former circus performer who limps from a war injury.

“You’re to play four and a half hours during the weeknights,” Koschmider tells them through an interpreter. “You’ll get three breaks, thirty minutes each. Weekends, you play six hours.”

John feels the blood drain from his face. The longest we’ve ever played is twenty minutes. Now we’re being asked to play for up to six hours — for the next forty-eight nights?

The Beatles take the small podium stage. It’s eight o’clock on August 17, 1960. Twenty years earlier, Germany attacked Liverpool for the first time when Nazi planes dropped bombs on the docks.

Pete Best can’t maintain an even tempo, but he’s pretty good when he uses the pedal for the big bass drum. “We kept that big heavy four-in-a-bar going all night long,”5 recalls George. The crowds start to swell along with the noise.

The Germans love it.

Night after night.

During their time at the Indra, the Beatles log 204 stage hours — or,6 if they were playing back home, 136 ninety-minute shows.

“Your voice began to hurt with the pain of singing,”7 John recalls, not unhappily, of suffering what they called “Hamburg throat.”8 To “keep it up for twelve hours at a time,9 we really had to hammer. We never would have developed as much if we’d stayed home.”

By the time Allan Williams returns, in mid-October, he’s amazed at how good they’ve become. “We were the best bloody band there was,”10 John would reminisce about these early days. “There was nobody to touch us.”

Whenever they’re down and need a boost, John channels a clichéd cigar-chomping studio agent and, in a bad American accent, says, “Where are we going, fellers?”11

They answer in their own awful American accents: “To the top, Johnny!”

“Where’s that, fellers?”

“To the toppermost of the poppermost, Johnny!”

“Riiiiight!”

Bruno Koschmider offers them a new contract— October through the end of the year — at his bigger, more popular club, the Kaiserkeller, where they can split the weekend hours with another group.

“And who’s this other band?” John asks.

“Rory Storm and the Hurricanes.”

They’re on par with Liverpool’s top group.
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CHAPTER 9

Paul needs a new guitar. The one he’s got now is breaking down from all the wear and tear. John has his eye on a Rickenbacker 325 with a natural blond finish and an American-made eighteen-watt Fender Deluxe.

Paul also thinks they need a new bassist. Stuart’s playing has improved, but he doesn’t take the music seriously. “Our band would be great,”1 Paul says, “but with him on bass there was always something holding us back.”

Paul’s never really liked Stu, John knows, and it’s not helped now by jealousy over Stu’s stunningly gorgeous new photographer girlfriend, Astrid Kirchherr. Astrid and her friend Klaus Voormann, two young, arty Germans, have recently befriended the band. Truth be told, John’s a bit peeved Astrid hasn’t fallen in love with him.2

Not that Paul’s wrong about Stu. “The guy really couldn’t play bass to save his life,”3 says Tony Sheridan, a British rocker considered “the guv’nor” of the Hamburg scene. “He was 90 percent image, and the most you want is 50 percent because the other 50 percent must be a musical talent.”

They didn’t have to worry about Stu, though, as he’s made it clear he plans on quitting the group. He’s going to ask Astrid to marry him.

“Well, we’ve got to do something about Pete,” Paul continues. “His drumming just isn’t cutting it.”

If only they could use Ringo.

They’ve been spending a lot of time with Ringo, the drummer for Rory Storm and the Hurricanes, drinking, getting to know him. The drummer George had thought “looked the nasty one” when they first met “turned out to be Ringo,4 the nicest of them all.”

“We liked his style,”5 John agrees, “but we’d only just got the other drummer so we couldn’t do anything about it.”

Instead, John tells the band that he’s arranged a higher-paying gig — at the Top Ten Club.

Paul and George light up with excitement. The Top Ten is a real rock club, not a bar offering music — and it has a phenomenal sound system. They’ve visited it a few times and even played there with Tony Sheridan.

On November 28, Stu makes it official: he and Astrid have exchanged rings. They’re engaged.

Bruno Koschmider calls them all into his office. He’s gotten wind of John’s Top Ten plan.

His interpreter does all the talking. “Sign this,” he says, handing them each an agreement stating that the Beatles will not play any other Hamburg club in December.

John refuses, tossing the paper on the man’s desk.

Concurrently, it seems, the German authorities have discovered that seventeen-year-old George is too young to qualify for a proper work permit, so he’s being deported immediately. He stays up the whole night, teaching his guitar part to John.6 “I felt terrible,”7 recalls George. “I had visions of our band staying on there with me stuck in Liverpool, and that would be it.”

The rest of the Beatles grab their equipment and bring everything over to the Top Ten. As a parting gift, Paul and Pete hang a few condoms from nails on the walls of their rooms and try to light them on fire. It causes a bit of smoke damage on the concrete, but mainly just stinks up the place.

The next day, John, Paul, and Pete are arrested by the German Polizei for “attempted arson.”

Stuart finds out what’s going on and comes into the station to sign a statement written in German that says he didn’t know about the fire. After some individual interrogations, the police let them all go — only for Paul and Pete to again be picked up by the police at the Top Ten Club the next morning,8 taken directly to the airport in handcuffs, handed their passports, and put on a plane — their first flight ever! — back to London. Stu stays behind with Astrid, but John follows on his own shortly after.

Slinking home this way, under such ignominious circumstances, doesn’t inspire confidence in anyone.

Is this what I want to do? Is this it? John’s left to wonder.9 Should I continue doing this? The Beatles, he’s thinking, may be finished.
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CHAPTER 10

John’s fears are premature.

Once George turns eighteen, at the end of February in 1961, he, Paul, John, and Pete all head back to Hamburg, performing at the Top Ten alongside higher-caliber acts like Tony Sheridan.

They even record seven songs with Sheridan that June under the name Tony Sheridan and the Beat Brothers.1 They include five covers that Sheridan sings — “My Bonnie,” “The Saints,” “Why,” “Nobody’s Child,” and “Take Out Some Insurance” — plus the Tin Pan Alley standard “Ain’t She Sweet,” sung by John, and an instrumental, “Cry for a Shadow,” cowritten by George and John. Aunt Mimi later would proudly play the “My Bonnie” single for her lodgers,2 viewing it as the first evidence that John might have a future in music.

With Stuart’s defection from the band, Paul’s been “lumbered” with playing the bass,3 but he refuses to take Stu’s cast-off instrument and instead gets himself a left-handed Hofner 500/1. Klaus takes Stu’s old bass instead.

It’s progress … yet John can’t escape the feeling of time passing. “I wasn’t too keen on reaching twenty-one,”4 he admits, feeling I’m too old.5 I’ve missed the boat. You’ve got to be seventeen. As he says later, “A lot of stars were kids, much younger than I was.”

John continues to feel I’m gonna make it,6 but when and how remain elusive. He just knows they have something.

And he’s not the only one who feels that way. The Beatles drew packed crowds in Hamburg, and their popularity only increases once they’re back home. So much so that customers are coming into NEMS, the biggest and best record store in Liverpool, asking for the single of “My Bonnie” that the Beatles recorded with Sheridan.

At the Cavern, DJ and host Bob Wooler introduces the boys by the nicknames he’s given them. “John Lennon, ‘The Singing Rage!’7 Paul McCartney, ‘The Rockin’ Riot!’ George Harrison, ‘Sheik of Araby!’ And Pete Best, ‘The Bashful Beat!’”

John Lennon starts singing, standing with his legs spread wide apart — a stance Wooler privately refers to as John’s trademark, that way “the girls up front would be looking up his legs, keeping a watch on the crotch.”8

After their set, Paul’s dad, Jim McCartney, who works nearby, stops by to hand over groceries and instructions for preparing dinner to Paul while John tries to cadge a “ciggie” from a girl.9 Then he notices George talking to “some very posh rich feller” who’s wearing a fancy suit and carrying a gold cigarette case.10 John heads toward them, but the man has disappeared by the time John gets there.

“Who’s that?” John asks George.

“Mr. Epstein. He’s the store manager at NEMS.”

I thought he looked familiar. John spends a lot of time at NEMS buying records, especially obscure R&B.

Mr. Epstein comes back on several occasions and chats with the band. John is flattered by the attention, but why the interest? The Epsteins own NEMS, and twenty-seven-year-old Brian’s got a big house on Queens Drive, drives a Ford Zodiac, and speaks like a member of the royal family — a skill no doubt acquired through his years spent at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art.

When Brian invites them to come ’round NEMS on November 29, John’s still suspicious. There are a lot of con men around, and he’s not sure if Brian’s one of them.

The boys, dressed in their leathers and cowboy boots, arrive late — and a bit drunk, after having first spent some time at the Grapes pub.

John explains that they signed a six-page contract written in German, without the benefit of a translation, for Bert Kaempfert on June 19, 1961. As Paul will later say, “We signed all sorts of contracts when we were about eighteen,11 because we had no manager and we didn’t know what we were doing.”

“It seems to me with everything going on,12 someone ought to be looking after you.” Brian asks how much the band earns.

“75p each per night,”13 they reply. “That’s above the normal rate at the Cavern.”

Brian looks shocked. He genuinely feels them to be worth far more, later saying, “I hoped that even if I were not to run their affairs completely I could at least secure a decent rate for their performances.”14

When at a second meeting, on December 3, they begin discussing contract terms — Paul and Brian going back and forth about percentages; should it be ten, fifteen, or twenty? — it’s clear that Paul isn’t that keen on Brian.15 The most he’ll concede is that Brian has “a good flair” and,16 like Paul, “is very into the look onstage.”

As far as John is concerned, there’s nothing to think over. Brian is clearly smart. He’s wealthy and well read and has connections in London — all of which John likes.

But most important, Brian Epstein is a risk taker.

Where Paul is not.

One time, John said to Paul, “Look, imagine you’re like on a cliff top and you’re thinking about diving off.17 Dive! Try it!” and Paul replied, “Like bloody hell I’m gonna dive. You dive and give us a shout and tell me how it is, and then if it’s great I’ll dive.”

When John and Paul return to the table, they talk about the Cavern and the recordings they made with Tony Sheridan, including an original composition.

That takes Brian by surprise. “You write your own music?”

John nods and begins naming their Lennon-McCartney originals. “There’s ‘Like Dreamers Do,’ and ‘Hello Little Girl …’”

“And a rock-ballad called ‘Love of the Loved,’” Paul adds.

Brian pauses, as if thinking over how to weigh their songwriting abilities against their demonstrated value as live performers. He looks the band over, praising their “star quality,”18 before pronouncing, “You’re going to be bigger than Elvis,19 you know.”

John is astounded. Speechless. They all are. George will later say about this moment, “This is where Brian was good.20 He knew how to get it happening. We had felt cocky and certain but when Epstein said “You’re going to be bigger than Elvis you know,” we thought, ‘Well, how big do you have to be? I mean, I doubt that.’ That seemed outrageous, yet he did have the right attitude.”

That shot of confidence is exactly what John’s been looking for. They need someone like Brian to keep them in line. Truth is, he’ll later admit, “We were in a daydream till he came along.21 We’d no idea what we were doing, or where we’d agreed to be.” John knows they can make it. The Beatles want to be the biggest.

And anyone can see that Brian has class, money, and connections in the music world.

Plus, he’s from Liverpool. He’s one of them.

“Right then, Brian,” John says, deciding. “Manage us.”22
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CHAPTER 11

On December 13, 1961, Brian Epstein invites Mike Smith, an A&R man at Decca, to the Cavern to see the Beatles play. Smith is impressed enough to schedule them to come to London on January 1, 1962.

The Beatles win the Mersey Beat magazine poll naming them Liverpool’s top group, beating out Gerry and the Pacemakers and Rory Storm and the Hurricanes. For Christmas, Brian sends them each a gift — a traveling alarm clock. On the back of the business card he uses as a gift tag, he writes “My little bit to get you all on in time.”1

On December 27, the Beatles close out the year at the Cavern with “The Beatles’ Christmas Party,” but Pete Best is out sick.

They need a drummer, and the other three band members have a particular one in mind: Ringo.

When Ringo sits in, “it felt complete,”2 George will later say. “It just really happened, it felt really good. And after the show we were all friends with Ringo and we liked him a lot and hung out with him, whereas Pete — he was like a loner. He would finish the gig and then he would go.”

But Ringo joins Tony Sheridan’s backing band in Hamburg, and Pete’s still their drummer that first day of 1962.

Decca calls the studio recording a “commercial test.” For the Beatles, it’s the audition of their lives. The recordings they’d made in Germany were done in an auditorium connected to a high school. This is their first time in a real recording studio.

John and the others plug their guitars into the studio amps, and Pete sets up his kit behind a screen, but the sound levels will all be controlled by the men standing behind the glass, adjusting the controls, watching the four of them.

The red light goes on. The recording has started.

Here we go.
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“Look,” Brian tells the boys back in Liverpool as they wait to hear from Decca. “If I get a huge offer,3 they won’t take you in leather.”

John says, “All right, I’ll wear a suit — I’ll wear a fucking balloon if somebody’s going to pay me!4 I’m not in love with the leather that much.”

Paul nods. It’s time for a change. “It was a bit old-hat anyway,5 all wearing leather gear.” But … are they selling out?

“I didn’t really see it as selling out,” George says. “I just saw it as playing a game:6 if it takes suits to get us on the television, and if we need to be on television to be able to promote ourselves, then we will put on suits. We would wear fancy dress, whatever it took to get the gigs.”

“And while we’re on the subject,” Brian says, “if you really want to get into bigger places you have to stop eating onstage,7 stop swearing, stop smoking.”

“We’ll stop,” John agrees. Onstage at least. “Brian was trying to clean our image up,”8 John later explained. “Fucking hell! It was a choice of making it, or still eating chicken onstage. We respected his views.”

On Monday, January 29, Brian takes the band to Beno Dorn, his tailor in Birkenhead, where the senior tailor tsks over the Beatles’ insistence that “the lapels had to be narrow and they wanted their trousers extremely narrow.”9 But the boys enjoy the whole experience enormously and leave the shopgirls swooning.

(The irony of John choosing — if unwillingly — to wear a suit and tie onstage delights Mimi. “Ha-ha, John Lennon, no more scruffs for you,” she cackles.)10

A week later, Brian heads to London to meet with Decca execs, alone. He is taken to the executive dining room, where he’s greeted by Dick Rowe, the head of A&R, sales manager Steve Beecher-Stevens, and Arthur Kelland, one of his assistants. Having all these important men here is certainly a good sign, he assumes.

Not exactly.

Rowe speaks first. “Not to mince words, Mr. Epstein, we don’t like your boys’ sound. Groups of four guitarists are on the way out.”11

Brian is gutted, but he quickly recovers. “You must be out of your mind,” he tells them. “These boys are going to explode.12 I am confident that one day they will be bigger than Elvis Presley.” He shows the execs a copy of Mersey Beat with the headline that reads BEATLES TOP POLL!

“The boys won’t go, Mr. Epstein.13 We know these things. You have a good record business in Liverpool. Stick to that.”

The insult — and the condescending delivery — is all about London snobbery. Brian’s sure of it.

He pushes back at them. Hard. He goes through a detailed list of why Decca is making a major mistake.

“How about this,” Rowe says. “Do you know Tony Meehan?”14

“The former drummer for the Shadows?”

“That’s him. He’s with Decca A&R now. He has firsthand experience of what the teenagers want.”15

Brian takes the meeting, but when he returns to his office on Saturday, February 10, he fires off a letter declining the offer of Mr. Meehan’s producing services, boasting that “since I saw you last the Group have received an offer of a recording Contract from another Company.”16

This is an outright lie, but Brian is determined, with all his soul, to make Decca regret its decision.

Decca could have signed the boys for what it cost them to take me to lunch.

As Tony Meehan himself will say years later, “It was just a complete mess,17 as things generally are — a dreadful corporate blunder.”
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