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At 10:45 on the morning of October 12, 1978, the desk clerk at the Chelsea Hotel dialed Room 100 for the third time. No answer. A maid had already complained about blood seeping under the door. When the assistant manager finally forced the lock, he found Nancy Spungen curled on her side beneath the bathroom sink, wearing nothing but a black bra and panties. A single stab wound had opened her abdomen from just below the navel almost to the sternum. The trail of blood across the tile told the rest: she had tried to crawl for help and collapsed. She was twenty years old.

In the bedroom, half-dressed and barefoot, sat her boyfriend of less than two years: John Simon Ritchie, age twenty-one, better known to the world as Sid Vicious, bassist for the recently defunct Sex Pistols. He was staring at the knife on the floor as if it belonged to someone else. When the first patrolman asked what happened, Sid answered in a soft south-London slur, “I did it... I think I killed her,” then immediately added, “But I don’t remember.” On the dresser lay twenty-six crisp hundred-dollar bills (payment from Virgin Records for a solo single he would never finish) and an empty syringe still wet with heroin.

Within hours the tabloids had their headline: PUNK STAR KILLS GIRLFRIEND. Within days the story hardened into legend: two beautiful, doomed junkies who loved each other to death. Within years Hollywood turned it into a rock-and-roll Romeo and Juliet, complete with a tragic final embrace under the Chelsea’s flickering neon.

That legend is a lie.

There was no embrace. There was no grand passion. There was only a cramped, filthy hotel room, two terrified addicts coming down from a night of China White heroin, and a knife that someone (maybe Sid, maybe not) drove upward into Nancy Spungen’s belly while she begged him to stop. The money on the dresser was untouched. The door showed no sign of forced entry. The NYPD took one look at the famous punk rocker covered in his girlfriend’s blood and closed the case before the autopsy report was even typed.

This is not a love story.

It is the story of two broken children who found each other at the exact moment they were least equipped to survive the collision. It is the story of a murder that was never properly investigated, a crime scene that was trampled by tourists before the blood dried, and a question that has lingered for nearly half a century: if Sid Vicious didn’t kill Nancy Spungen, who did?

And why has the world worked so hard to pretend we already know the answer?

This book returns to Room 100 with the lights on and the romance stripped away. It follows Nancy from a violent suburban childhood in Philadelphia to the scuzziest corners of 1970s rock; it follows John Ritchie from a Lewisham council flat to the center of the punk hurricane that swallowed him whole. It reconstructs their twenty-three months together (every fight, every overdose, every police call) and the final night when one of them did not wake up. Most of all, it confronts the evidence the police ignored, the witnesses they never interviewed, and the possibility that the most famous murder in punk history was committed by someone whose name has never appeared on a single wanted poster.

The myth of Sid and Nancy has outlived them both by decades. It is time to bury it beside them.

Welcome to the Chelsea Hotel, Room 100.

The blood is still on the floor.
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John Ritchie Becomes Sid Vicious (1957–1976)

The first thing anyone ever noticed about John Simon Ritchie was how beautiful he was. Not handsome in the conventional sense (his face was too narrow, his teeth too crooked), but beautiful the way a half-starved alley cat is beautiful: huge, startled blue eyes, pale skin stretched tight over cheekbones, a mouth that looked like it had been drawn by someone who had only ever heard the word “smile” described to them.

He was born at 5:47 a.m. on Friday, May 10, 1957, in the middle of a thunderstorm that knocked out power across southeast London. The midwife wrote “healthy boy, 7 lb 2 oz” on the card, then added, almost as an afterthought, “very quiet.” Anne Beverley took one look at the baby and burst into tears. She was nineteen, unmarried in every way that mattered, and already addicted to the little blue pills her GP prescribed for “nerves.” The father, a trumpet player who gigged in Soho jazz clubs and wore sharp suits he couldn’t afford, was nowhere to be seen. Anne named the child after him anyway: John Simon Ritchie. The “Simon” was for Sinatra, whom she claimed to have slept with once in 1955 (a story she would tell for the rest of her life, always with slightly different details).

They lived at 9 Forest Hill Road, above a laundrette that never closed. The flat smelled perpetually of damp wool and Daz detergent. Anne kept the television on day and night to drown out the sound of the baby crying. When the crying got too loud she gave him diluted codeine cough syrup in his bottle. “He liked it,” she told friends. “Went out like a light.”

By the time John was four, neighbours were calling social services. Anne had started mainlining heroin (pharmaceutical diamorphine diverted from hospital supplies) and would lock herself in the bathroom for hours, leaving the child to fend for himself. One report from 1962 describes finding him at 3 a.m. sitting on the stairs in his pyjamas, eating cold baked beans out of a tin with his fingers while Anne nodded out on the sofa with a tourniquet still around her arm. The social worker wrote: “Mother claims she is ‘coping.’ Child appears underweight and developmentally delayed. Recommend removal.” Nothing happened. This was the 1960s; single mothers on heroin were still a novelty.

School was a disaster from day one. At Sandhurst Primary he bit a teacher who tried to make him sit still. At Catford Boys he set fire to the woodwork room because someone called him “pretty.” Expelled at fourteen with no qualifications, he drifted into the West End underworld of rent boys, speed freaks, and ageing bohemians who thought a beautiful teenager with needle tracks was the height of tragic glamour.

That was where he learned the rules of survival:

	Never trust anyone over twenty-five.

	If you smile first, you lose.

	Pain is proof you’re still alive.


In 1971 Anne married Christopher Beverley, a quiet ex-soldier who worked as a security guard at Heathrow. For six months the flat on Forest Hill Road almost resembled a home. Christopher cooked proper meals, bought John his first proper guitar (a battered Hofner he never learned to tune), and tried to teach him manners. John called him “Dad” once, then never again. When Christopher was diagnosed with terminal lung cancer in December 1971, Anne’s response was to increase her heroin dose and start forging his sick notes so she could collect his disability benefits. Christopher died in June 1972 weighing less than seven stone. John was fifteen. He didn’t cry at the funeral. He stole the collection plate instead.

The next four years were a blur of squats, borstal, and short sharp shocks. John lived for a while in a derelict house in Hampstead with a rotating cast of junkies and runaways. He sold forged gig tickets outside the Marquee, worked as a toilet attendant at the gay disco Louise’s in Soho (where David Bowie once tipped him a quid for a line of coke off the cistern), and discovered that if he wore eyeliner and a ripped vest he could make fifty pounds a night letting older men buy him drinks. He told friends he hated it, but the money was better than crime.

Then came 1975, and everything tilted on its axis.

It started with a T-shirt.

John Lydon (still answering to “Johnny Rotten” only on weekends) was wearing a Pink Floyd shirt he had defaced with a biro: I HATE PINK FLOYD scrawled across the Dark Side prism. John Ritchie thought this was the funniest thing he’d ever seen. Within a week the two of them, plus Jah Wobble and a feral kid from Hackney everyone called “Wal,” were inseparable. They followed a new band called the Sex Pistols to every gig, travelling by tube with bottles of cider and pockets full of amphetamine. They called themselves the Bromley Contingent because most of them caught the train from Bromley station, even though almost none of them actually lived there.

The name “Sid Vicious” was born in a squat in Davis Road, Acton, sometime in late 1975. Jah Wobble’s pet hamster (a fat, evil-tempered creature with a missing ear) was named Sid after Syd Barrett. One night the hamster sank its teeth into John Ritchie’s finger and hung on like a bulldog. Blood everywhere. Ritchie laughed until he cried and said, “That little fucker’s vicious!” Lydon, pissed on cider and glue fumes, started calling him Sid Vicious the next morning. Within a month nobody remembered his real name.

Sid leaned into the caricature immediately. He bought a motorcycle chain and padlock from a sex shop in Soho and wore it like a tie. He stole a leather jacket from a biker in the Nashville and painted ANARCHY IN THE UK on the back in Tippex. He started cutting himself at gigs (shallow, showy cuts across the chest that bled impressively under the strobes). When people asked why, he said Iggy did it, so it must be cool. In truth he was terrified of the front
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