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A healer is called to a woman who is considered ‘off her head, out of her mind’. ‘So I say, “Sweetheart, what’s the matter?” and she says, “my mama died and I feel so bad. I can’t go on – dah, dah, dah.” ‘Her mama died – she’s SUPPOSED to feel bad . . . expect to feel good when ya mama’s gone? Climbed right into my lap, two hundred pounds of grief.’ 

From The Salt Eaters by Toni Bambara 

John was still climbing. I am still climbing. My sister is still climbing. 





 ‘I lost my mother twice. Once as a child of five and then again at seventeen. It made me very, very bitter inside. I had just begun to establish a relationship with her when she was killed. We’d caught up on so much in just a few short years. We could communicate. We got on.’ 

John Lennon 





To my wonderful Mother, who instilled in me the deep love and spiritual strength in the short time I had with her, which have let me go on. 
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Foreword 

Writing a story is a well-tried way of making sense of your life, attempting to give it shape and meaning. The putting of pen to paper, the committing of invisible thoughts to readable words, allows us both to perceive our world boldly and to give form to our place in that world. This book is my attempt to make sense of my own life and that of my half-brother, John. 

All families have secret stories and most spend their lives trying to keep them hidden, even from each other. In our family, however, our hidden histories have been hung up across the giant screen of the sky, inviting inspection and criticism from all and sundry and dissection from the Beatle experts and the John experts. We just had to let them get on with it, knowing that much of it was wrong. In fact so much that is inaccurate has been written about John and our family that sometimes I have to remind myself of the basic truths. 

First among these is that there were four of us who shared the same mother: John, me, our sister Jackie and our other sister, Victoria, the baby our mother was forced to give up and who grew up as Ingrid, unknown to us for many years. Our mother was an extraordinary, vibrant and loving woman who adored all her children. Yet over the years she has been vilified, portrayed as a feckless woman who gave one child up for adoption and then handed her son to her older sister to raise, rather than care for him herself. 

These myths were accepted and confirmed, first by some members of our family (even if only by not denouncing them as they began to spread), and then by the world at large. 

Our mother never had a chance to speak for herself. She went, one evening in 1958, to visit John at her sister Mimi’s house. She left a few hours later to catch the bus home. As she was crossing the road, she was knocked down by a car. A very short distance away, Jackie and I were in bed, asleep. John, who had left Mimi’s ahead of our mother to come to our house, was downstairs talking to my father, waiting for Mummy to come home. That ordinary group of people, doing ordinary things, were unaware that Mummy had died. That the world as they knew it had been hurled into a black night. 

John was seventeen, I was eleven and Jackie was eight years old. All three of us were devastated. The impact on our lives is endless. It went on for John until he died, and for me and Jackie it still continues. For some reason, we girls were sent away, away from the truth. The lack of a funeral has meant a life of grief-in-waiting; a life that wears you out, where only a part of you is awake as you drag the past into your present, seeing everything through searching eyes, whether you are conscious of it or not. 

While John threw himself into alcohol, music and cynicism, Jackie and I became a ‘problem’ to the family. What to do with two small vulnerable, needy girls who had lost their mother? Where were we going to live? Who would pay for us? Our mother’s sisters didn’t want us, they took us in reluctantly, making us wards of court, virtually excluding our father from our lives and continually reminding us that we did ‘not belong in this family’. 

But my family couldn’t wipe my mother from my existence, though her sisters gave it their best shot. Despite what happened I still have a relationship with my mother, and I always will have. This is how I make sense of my world. For John, too, I know this was the truth. The last conversations I had with him were about Mummy, our memories of her, our love for her. 

So, here I am, trying to make sense of it all, make sense of John’s life and of my own. I am still readjusting the picture, laying ghosts and making a pathway along which to move on. 

In this I was helped greatly by my mother’s older sister Anne 

– known to the family as Nanny. She was the last of the five sisters to die, in 1997, and in her last years I spent a lot of time with her. 

In her final months, after years of stonewalling from all the sisters, Nanny suddenly wanted to talk. In fact, I couldn’t stop her. She had always been the family chronicler, never forgetting birthdays, and in the closing days of her life she was a river in full spate. I sat by her side, or at her feet, as she relived her child­hood, her adolescence, her young adulthood, her marriage, her life, with and without her sisters. She talked of my mother, Julia, of the secret baby, given up for adoption, and of Mimi, the older sister who took John away from Julia so that she could bring him up as her own child, the child she never had. 

I listened with my whole being, scared of missing some morsel. Over the years I had heard snippets of most of what she was saying, but this was the book, being read to me, as she gazed out through the big bay window towards the weeping willow in her garden. Often oblivious to my presence, Nanny talked on, and I was finally able to unravel the bits of information I knew and weave them back together to make sense of the story that gave birth to Jackie and me and to our brother. 

This memoir of our childhood is the result. I have worked from conversations with people who were there at the time, from memories, from painstaking research and from emotion. 





Chapter 1: Reflecting Mummy 

I must be about seven years old. I am sitting astride my mother’s bony hips, with my arms wrapped tightly around her neck, and her arms clench my waist, wrapping me tight, tight. Our faces are pressed together, cheek to cheek. We are smiling at one another in the mirror. Every now and then, my mother has to tug me up, to stop me sliding to the floor. We are holding our faces together. I can feel the warmth, skin on skin, and a tingling sensation. She is singing to me. I must have heard words then, but no matter how hard I try, they evade me now. I can feel the sound as la-la and hmm, hmm. I can feel my mother, I can smell her. She is mine, for this time. For too short a time. Mine. 

I am so happy. It is one of those special spaces in your life when you know and understand reality, while knowing and under­standing nothing. I want to stay in that place. I want it to be a bottomless chasm, where I can go on and on falling but not falling apart. 

I can still call my mother to me. Sometimes, I dream her. When I do, I don’t want to miss anything, not a nuance, not a smile, not a squeeze. I try not to rush it, although I am in a hurry to be there, in the kitchen, looking into the mirror which hangs on a nail, over the sink, in the middle of the long window with the small panes. A window with blue frames and with blue gingham curtains on a wire. We can see the garden, trees blowing in the wind, and sometimes a bird will fly past, which makes us smile. The gas rings are burning on the cooker, keeping the kitchen warm. The sights, smells and sounds mingle with Mummy’s. I am breathing my Mummy. It is hauntingly, almost painfully beautiful and then unfailingly, heartbreakingly sad. She fades away, she just fades away. I can’t feel the bones in her hips. My arms are holding air. I look and look into the magic mirror with intensity and despair as her cheeks melt away from mine. My lovely Mummy leaves me. My sanity and my insanity. Having her. Not having her. Loving her. Losing her. 

Having my mother, loving her so deeply and then losing her has given me my most intense happiness and my most bereft sadness. Like any child who has lost a beloved parent while still very young, the happiness and sadness of her memory are inextricably linked. 

When I had her, I wasn’t aware that things could change. Like any child I was simply living life, as I had always known it. You don’t know that life can be snuffed out in the blink of an eye, until it happens. 

I was eleven years old when my world turned inside out; when my mother, after whom I was named, was killed when she was hit by a car on a July evening in 1958. From that moment on my sister and I became problems to be solved in a family that had little room or time for us. In a world empty of the one person we longed for most, we learned that we had little worth; once loved children, we became nuisances to be tolerated by aunts who saw it as a duty to look after us. 

I am a middle child. My brother John was seventeen when our mother died, and my sister Jackie was eight. Even when I discov­ered the existence of another sister I was still a middle child because she was younger than John but older than me. Our mother called her Victoria Elizabeth for the six weeks that she had her, but she was taken away for adoption and grew up as Ingrid. She became one of our family’s secrets. Discovering the secret of the other child, the child apart, triggers instability, no matter which child you are and no matter what your age and maturity. It raises feelings hitherto unknown – raw feelings – and leaves you dangling there. It challenges your ideas of who you are and even who you thought you were and who you might be tomorrow and why . . . just as the paint is drying on your self-image, again, a careless brush sweeps across it and makes a mess. 

But all that was to come much later. I grew up knowing only that Jackie and I lived with our parents and that my older brother came to see us often and stayed as much as he could. John lived with my mother’s older sister Mimi, and we lived in Springwood, Allerton, a suburb of Liverpool, in a three-bedroom house, on a council estate. When John stayed the night, Jackie slept with me in the double bed in my room. That’s probably why I had it . . . I spent a lot of time sharing that bed. 

We went to live in the Springwood house in 1949, when I was two and a half and not long before Jackie’s birth. The story of how we ended up there, and how my mother ended up with two children who lived with her, one who lived there part-time and another who lived in another place completely, secretly, is the story of my mother’s struggle against society and family. A tale full of anguish and fear, desperation and helplessness, but also great courage. 

My mother’s story, and ours, is also the story of the early life and background of the genius who was John Winston Lennon, who became John Ono Lennon, but who never stopped being just John, my big brother. 
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