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			PROLOGUE

			July 6, 1957

			IT WAS A fine day for a garden party. St. Peter’s Church, located in a suburb of Liverpool, England, opened its grounds each year for the fun-filled affair. John Lennon, sixteen years old, was there. He didn’t know it, but he had a decision to make that day. He could never have guessed how it would change his life—and the world of music.

			John, intense and clever, had formed a skiffle band with some friends. It was called the Quarry Men, after John’s school, Quarry Bank. Skiffle was a homegrown folk music, played with an assortment of instruments that could range from a guitar to a bucket with strings attached to a stick that made a thumping bass sound. John liked skiffle, but what he really wanted to play was a new kind of music that was sweeping the United States and making its way across the ocean to England. It was called rock and roll.

			What the Quarry Men lacked in real talent they made up for in enthusiasm. Their one standout member was John. He played the guitar with more flair than skill, but he had something just as important as musical ability—star power. John knew how to joke with an audience, grab their attention, and show them a good time. Everyone in the band looked to him as their leader. John would never have settled for anything less.

			The garden party, or fête, as the British called it, wasn’t fancy, but it delighted guests with floats, game booths, even the crowning of a Rose Queen. And, of course, there was music. Surrounding the stage were folks of all ages, tots to grandparents, clapping and singing along as the Quarry Men played. Also in the audience was a fifteen-year-old boy decked out in a light-colored jacket streaked with silvery strands and skinny black pants. His name was Paul McCartney.

			Paul was there with a school friend, Ivan Vaughn; Ivan was also a pal of John’s, and he wanted the boys to meet. He knew they both loved rock and they both played the guitar, and Ivan thought Paul might make a good addition to the Quarry Men. Paul was a little nervous about meeting the bandmates, all of whom were older than him. But as he watched them play, Paul noticed something that calmed him down. He was a better musician than any of them.

			Paul met the Quarry Men during a break, grabbed a guitar, and started playing. The fresh-faced, dreamy-eyed kid was impressive. He played a song with complicated chord changes called “Twenty Flight Rock” that they never would have attempted.

			John looked on and didn’t say much, but he was thinking hard. What would letting Paul join the band mean—especially for him? He worried about losing his kingpin status. He pondered what it would take to keep Paul in line. “The decision,” he would recall years later, “was whether to keep me strong or make the group stronger. If I take him on, what will happen?”
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			Hello, Goodbye

			NIGHTTIME IN LIVERPOOL, England, was not just dark; it was a deep, dead black. Outdoor lights were shut off; inside homes and businesses, heavy curtains hid the glow of lamps. When the sky did light up, it was from the bombs Nazi planes were dropping on the city.

			England and Germany had been at war since September 1939. For almost a year, there had been little military action. Then, beginning in late August 1940, Germany unleashed a series of powerful air strikes against England, known as the Blitzkrieg—the German word for lightning war. Rough-and-tumble Liverpool was one of England’s largest seaports, and it was at the bustling docks that food and other supplies arrived from the United States and Canada. Without these necessities, England couldn’t hold out against the Nazis. Liverpool was an important city for Germany to break.
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					The aftermath of a German air attack on a Liverpool neighborhood, 1940.

				
			
			The blackout helped hide targets, but Liverpool was being pulverized by the relentless Nazi bombing. Night after night, the sirens would whine, and residents would seek shelter. But even the air-raid shelters weren’t safe. One direct hit on a shelter killed 166 people. By the time the air strikes slowed in the spring of 1941, the toll was heavy. Nineteen hundred people died, and many more were injured. Thousands of homes and buildings were destroyed, making life difficult for survivors to carry on, though they did, often with the impudence the city was known for.

			In the midst of this chaos, on October 9, 1940, John Lennon was born.

			In a burst of patriotism, his mother, Julia, gave him the middle name Winston after England’s tireless bulldog of a prime minister, Winston Churchill. When things were looking their darkest for the small island nation, virtually fighting the Nazis alone, it was Churchill’s inspiring words that gave England the heart to continue.

			Julia’s eldest sister, Mary, known by everyone as Mimi, had been waiting for news of the baby’s birth. As soon as she heard from the Liverpool Maternity Hospital, she ran through the rubble-strewn streets to be at Julia’s side and meet the seven-pound, seven-ounce boy, whom she pronounced “such a beautiful baby.” Coming from a family of five sisters, Mimi was delighted that Julia’s baby was a boy.

			John’s father, Alfred Lennon, was not there. A ship’s steward in the merchant marines, he was far away at sea. From the first, John had two mothers, really: high-spirited Julia and practical, serious Mimi. But he didn’t have a dad. Alf was gone so much, he barely got to see John and Julia.

			Julia Stanley and Alf Lennon had met when they were young teenagers in 1928. She was a petite slip of a girl sitting on a Sefton Park bench near a small lake. Alf walked by wearing a round-on-top bowler hat. “You look silly,” Alf remembered her saying. He sat down beside her and told her, “You look lovely.”

			Julia demanded he take his hat off.

			Alf promptly tossed it in the water.

			That made Julia laugh. Likable Alf was hard to resist.

			They started dating, but Alf decided his future would be—as it always had been for so many Liverpool men—sailing the world. Maybe it was because he was a restless dreamer, maybe it was because he was put in an orphanage at age seven after his father’s death, but Alf didn’t like staying in one place. He wanted to be on the stage, as his father had once been, but despite his good looks and some talent, the more practical plan was to become a seaman. Ocean liners regularly left the Liverpool port before the war, and in 1930, Alf got a job as waiter aboard one of the luxury cruisers.

			For most young couples, all the time away and the distance between them would have meant the end of their relationship, but Julia and Alf plodded along. When Alf did return to Liverpool, though, they had good times. The young couple had a lot in common, including a wicked sense of humor, a preference for doing things their own way, and a sharp disdain for authority.

			Another thing they shared was a love of music.

			Both of them had good singing voices. Julia’s was sweet and low. Alf liked to ham it up when he sang, doing imitations of popular singers. Dancing was fun, and they were good at it, even though Alf had worn braces as a kid to straighten his legs. Born into a poor family, he’d contracted rickets, a disease that twisted bones, from not getting the proper nutrients. When Alf was home on shore leave, he and Julia often went to the local clubs to do the dances of the day, like the Savoy Swing and the strutting Lambeth Walk. When it came to instruments, Alf could play the banjo, but Julia could play the banjo, ukulele, accordion, and piano!

			You couldn’t say that Julia and Alf rushed into marriage. They dated for ten years before they married in December of 1938. He was twenty-six; she was twenty-four. Even then, there might not have been a wedding if Julia’s father hadn’t been so opposed to the marriage.

			Julia’s family didn’t care for Alf, especially Julia’s father, George. In England, where you fit into society was very important, and the Stanleys felt they were a cut above Alfred Lennon, even if it was just a sliver. Alf was a ship’s waiter who got jobs on whatever boats happened to be in port, while George, known by everyone as Pop, had been a craftsman, a sailmaker in the days before steam-propelled ships. When his seafaring days were over, he’d settled down with an upright woman, Annie Milward, and worked at a salvage company, lifting sunken ships from the ocean floor. They raised their five girls—Mimi, Elizabeth, Anne, Julia, and Harriet—in the city’s rowdy dock area until they were able to move to a small row house on Newcastle Road in the Wavertree area of Liverpool.

			Every time Alf reappeared after a voyage, Pop told Julia to get rid of him, but his orders had the opposite effect on headstrong Julia. After a particularly heated argument with her father, who insisted she cut ties, Julia, instead, dared Alf to marry her, and he agreed.

			There were no Stanleys present at the local register’s office where the short ceremony took place on December 3, 1938, though Alf’s brother Sydney was there as witness. Afterward, the newlyweds had a meal and then went to a movie house for their “honeymoon.” That night, Julia returned to Newcastle Road, threw her marriage certificate on the dining room table, and announced, “I’ve done it.”

			Almost immediately after the wedding, Alf shipped out again, and Julia continued living at home, working as an usherette at the movie theater where she had spent her wedding evening. Slowly, the family came to accept Alf, even if they still felt Julia could have done much better when it came to choosing a husband. By 1939, wartime rationing was firmly in place, which meant everyday items like gasoline, cloth, and many foods were hard to come by, so Alf’s ability to bring—or sometimes steal—items from the ship was welcomed, and how the items were obtained was overlooked.

			Once the war started, commercial shipping and ocean travel were severely limited. So Alf joined the merchant marines, whose vessels were part of the war effort. Ships like the one Alf sailed on were used to deliver goods in and out of England. These ships were important targets for German U-boats, which tried to sink them or capture their cargo. So even though Alf was just a steward—a step up from waiter—he was often in danger. Still, the money was decent, and after John was born, Alf sent most of it home to cover his family expenses.

			Baby John was brought from the hospital to his grandparents’ house on 9 Newcastle Road. Even as the Blitz began to slow down, the war raged on, military casualties continued to rise, and the deprivation continued. People in Liverpool tried to find whatever gaiety they could to make their lives more bearable. The United States entered the war in December 1941. Soon the city was filled with lonely American soldiers and sailors, many of whom were looking for a good time to block out the horrors they had been through—or were about to face. Julia, who had taken a job as a barmaid, enjoyed going out in the evening to have a drink or a laugh with servicemen, American and British. Alf had told her she should have a good time while he was gone. So she did.

			Men liked Julia Lennon, and she liked men. Pretty, with brown eyes and wavy, auburn hair, Julia was also fun to be around. She was cheeky—she could joke and tease—and her high spirits were infectious, making her a bright spot in a very gray world. A relative once said Julia could walk out of a burning house with a smile on her face. Did she enjoy being a mother? Perhaps, but apparently not as much as she enjoyed being out and about, having fun. That left John’s care, a good deal of the time, to family. His grandmother Annie died in 1941, but Julia’s sisters, occasionally Alf’s brother Sydney and his wife, and especially Mimi took up the slack. John did have one clear, sweet memory of that time: Julia singing him the song “I’m Wishing” from the Disney film Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs as they cuddled.

			Then, in 1943, with the war still raging, Alf deserted the merchant marines. Some say he just was tired of serving. He claimed it was all a mix-up and he had had trouble making it back to his ship. At one point, in the eighteen months he was away, Alf spent time in a naval jail in Algeria for stealing cargo.

			The first Julia knew about any of Alf’s troubles was when the checks stopped coming. She and toddler John still had a roof over their heads, thanks to Pop, but things were getting very uncomfortable for Julia, whose family was angry with the carefree way she was living her life. This anger boiled over in 1944, when Julia became pregnant by one of her soldier friends, Taffy Williams.

			When Alf finally arrived home on one of his rare leaves, he was shocked to learn his wife was going to have a baby by another man. Still, he loved Julia enough to say he would raise the child as his own. Julia, fully aware that her marriage had long been over, said no. Finally, it was Pop Stanley who put his foot down. He was horrified by the situation. Julia being pregnant by one man while married to another was a stain on the family name. He insisted she put the baby up for adoption, and she agreed. The little girl Julia named Victoria, for the coming successful end to the war, was born in 1945 and raised by a Norwegian couple, who changed her name to Ingrid Marie.
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					John Lennon, around six years old.

				
			
			By this time, John was almost five. His young life hadn’t been easy. Smart and curious, John probably understood that a baby was on the way, in part because there were family fights about the pregnancy. It must have been confusing when Victoria, who was with Julia for several weeks before her adoption, suddenly disappeared. It was only when John was in his twenties that his aunt Harriet resurrected the long-buried memory of his half sister. They never met.

			When it was time for John to go kindergarten, he was enrolled in the Mosspits Lane Infant School. By April of the next year, 1946, the five-year-old had been expelled. How naughty do you have to be to be expelled from kindergarten? John, the teachers said, had behavior problems. He liked to frighten the other children, popping out of bushes and yelling at them. He pushed kids around, and their parents complained. The school simply couldn’t control him.

			But a much more traumatic experience than being dismissed from school awaited John. During the summer of 1946, Alf came back to England for good. The war was over now, and he could make plans for his life. Despite all evidence to the contrary, Alf still had dreams of patching things up with Julia, and he hoped they and John could live together like a proper family.

			Julia, however, had moved on. She hadn’t bothered to get a divorce but was now living with a man named Bobby Dykins, a waiter at the fanciest hotel in Liverpool. She had no desire to get back together with Alf, who must have seemed like more of a memory than a husband by this time. Then Alf learned that John did not like his “new daddy.” The boy had even run away to Mimi’s house to get away from Bobby.

			So Alf devised a plan. Step one was to take John on a trip to the seaside resort town of Blackpool. Mimi didn’t want to let him go, but Julia was out of town, and she didn’t feel she had the right to say no to the boy’s father.

			To five-year-old John, Blackpool must have seemed like heaven, especially after dreary Liverpool, still trying to rebuild after the war. Besides the pure pleasure of running through the waves and playing in the sand, there was a roller coaster, a Ferris wheel, and a boardwalk where you could buy candy and ice cream cones. There were donkey rides! And for the first time, he was really getting to know his father, who was happy to indulge John in every way.

			What no one knew was that there was a second step to Alf’s plan. The way he figured it, Julia wasn’t a great mother, his son didn’t like her new boyfriend, and there wasn’t much to lure Alf back to Liverpool. He had a pal who was moving to New Zealand. Why shouldn’t he and John go with Alf’s friend and start a new life, far away, where they could be happy together?

			The key element of his scheme was not to tell Julia about any of it.

			It was Mimi who first caught on to something being amiss. She nosed around, perhaps talked to Alf’s brother, and learned that father and son might not be coming back. She had no right to stop them, but Julia did. Upon her sister’s return, Mimi insisted she go to Blackpool get John back. When Julia arrived at the house where Alf and John were staying, she left her boyfriend, Bobby, at the gate, while she went in to talk to Alf. There are several accounts of what took place next, but according to Alf, the conversation soon became heated, and John was sent to the kitchen until things were sorted out.

			But Julia and Alf couldn’t sort them out. They each had their own idea of where John should end up, and there was no room for compromise between New Zealand and Liverpool. Finally, they came up with the worst idea imaginable, although neither of them seemed to realize it.

			They would let five-year-old John make the decision about his future.

			John was called in from the kitchen and ran to sit on his father’s lap. Alf explained to John that he had to choose. He could sail off to New Zealand with him or return to Liverpool with his mother.

			John’s mind must have been racing. He loved his mother. She was kind and lively. But she always seemed to be handing him off to someone else. He wasn’t fond of Bobby, who was standing outside the door.

			John didn’t know his father very well, but they had had lots of fun together at the seaside. And John had always wanted to sail on a ship like those he had seen gliding in and out of Liverpool harbor.
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					Blackpool, a seaside resort on the western shore of England, has delighted visitors since the late 1800s.

				
			
			“You!” he said, turning on Alf’s lap and pointing to his father. “I want to stay with you.”

			“Are you sure, John?” Julia asked.

			“Leave him be, Julia,” Alf demanded. “He wants to stay with me.”

			Julia didn’t argue. She said goodbye and sadly walked out the door.

			Within seconds, John realized what he had done. He jumped from Alf’s lap and raced out the door to catch Julia. She was his mother. He couldn’t bear to let her leave.

			Now it was Alf’s turn to simply let the boy go. He had offered John a chance to come with him to a place where they could really be father and son. John wanted to stay in England? So be it. Alf watched as his son walked away.

			It would be more than fifteen years before they would set eyes on each other again.
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			Strawberry Fields Forever

			JOHN RETURNED WITH Julia and Bobby to the small apartment they shared in Gateacre Village, but he didn’t stay there for long.

			By September 1946, John was enrolled in Dovedale elementary school near his aunt Mimi’s house in the tree-lined suburb (or village, as it was known) of Woolton, where he now lived with Mimi and her husband, George Smith.

			What had happened? After dramatically taking John home from Blackpool, why did Julia so quickly give up her son? There are no certain answers, but several possibilities. By August, Julia was pregnant again. Julia Dykins, John’s half sister, would be born in March 1947. With a child of his own on the way, Bobby may not have wanted to stretch his resources, financial and emotional, caring for John.

			Family pressure was an issue, too. Pop Stanley was once again disapproving of his daughter’s choices, and Mimi was already on record as thinking that Julia and Bobby’s lifestyle was bordering on scandalous. Since Julia had not divorced Alf, she and Bobby were not only living “in sin,” as Mimi thought of it; they were also having a child out of wedlock.

			And then there was the matter of John’s living conditions. The boy didn’t even have his own bed at the Dykins apartment, and Mimi had already reported this fact to the local social services agency. Social workers investigated and strongly suggested that Julia make other arrangements for John. Now, with a baby on the way, Mimi was ready to press the issue again, and Julia might have decided that fighting family and the authorities was just too much to handle.

			John’s cousin and childhood playmate Leila was a witness to perhaps the final sharp argument between her aunts Julia and Mimi, ending with a declaration. “I remember Mimi standing in front of John and telling Julia, ‘You’re not having him!’ ” Distressingly, for the second time in John’s young life, he was present for a tug-of-war over his future.

			Whatever the reasons, or combinations of them, it was decided once and for all that John would be better off living with Aunt Mimi and her husband, George.

			So the confusion over John’s upbringing was finally settled. But the stability that came with his small upstairs room at the front of the house and the smell of fresh-baked apple tarts that wafted up from Mimi’s kitchen had a price. Mimi was determined to turn John into the well-mannered, high-achieving boy that she wanted him to be.

			Mary Stanley Smith, known to everyone as Mimi, was not the sort of person you said no to. The words used to describe her by family and friends included sharp, no-nonsense, and firm. That didn’t mean she didn’t have a sense of humor, however. All five of the Stanley sisters knew how to have a laugh. Sometimes, a friend later remembered, John and his aunt would be squabbling, and “the next moment you’d
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