Imagining John Lennon
A Short Story
I

Double Fantasy
‘So, you’re not John Lennon?’ she asks.

‘No,’ I reply, ‘I only appear to be. I admit it’s a good likeness, but it’s just a show, and…’ And I pause, trying to see if I can be as accurate as I possibly can.


‘Yes?’


‘And I have no clue about how it happened. How I came to be John Lennon, I mean. But I’m not. I never was.’

My thoughts characterise her as earnest and well-meaning, with clothes to show herself off as voluptuous. Beyond that, there is just silence. I am not even waiting for her next remark, or curious about the possible direction and consequences of this interview. I just sit.


It is an interview, I’m aware, to figure me out. Ever since I announced to family and friends that I’m not John Lennon, it’s been something like this. Questions. Many, many questions. And I understand their difficulty, even their fear, so I try to answer as best I can.


Yes, I know I have the John Lennon face and haircut, and the John Lennon glasses, but surely they must have suspected when I have only a picture of Yoko in my wallet? No actual Yoko anywhere. I have always asked them about that. But they evaded or seemed nonplussed by that question, and similar insistent questions when my sense of not being John Lennon started to surface. It’s like they needed me to be John Lennon, rather than being unequivocally convinced that I was. So, somehow, they would convince me of my John Lennon-ness, and I, not quite certain myself, would run the whole thing again. After all, I was John Lennon, so why not?


But she knows all this. When they brought me here they described my periodic confusions, but this time I thought I had them cornered. I had proof. But that only made matters worse. Their response was almost instant, and angry. Very angry. I had to be set right; I had to be disabused of this notion that I wasn’t who I have always been. It was important for me, they said. But their eyes told another truth, like her eyes before me now.

‘I’m told that you have some kind of evidence that you’re not, and never were, John Lennon. Conclusive proof.’


‘Yes,’ I reply. And from my shirt pocket I take out the carefully folded printout of an article. I pass it to her, and she reads aloud.


‘In the late afternoon of 8 December 1980, in New York City, Mark David Chapman met Lennon as he left his home in the Dakota building for a recording session and got his copy of Double Fantasy autographed. This goodwill gesture of Lennon signing an album for a presumed fan was caught by a photographer present, and would be published on the front page of the New York Daily News later that week. Chapman remained in the vicinity of the Dakota building for most of the day as a fireworks demonstration in nearby Central Park distracted the doorman and passers-by.

Later that evening, Lennon and Ono returned to their apartment from recording Ono's single "Walking on Thin Ice" for their next album. At 10.50pm, their limousine pulled up to the entrance of the Dakota. Ono got out of the car first, followed by Lennon. As Ono went in, Lennon glanced at Chapman, then proceeded on through the entrance to the building.

As Lennon walked past him, Chapman calmly called out "Mr. Lennon?" As Lennon turned, Chapman crouched into what witnesses called a "combat" stance and fired five hollow point bullets. One bullet missed, but four bullets entered Lennon's back and shoulder. One of the four bullets fatally pierced his aorta.’

If there was ever an example of controlled terror, it’s what I see now. It’s not so much in what she says as in how the whole body contracts, and how little nervous mannerisms appear, like the slight tapping of the right forefinger on the desk. Like a school teacher about to chew your head off for a very bad piece of work. With her it also expresses as her certainty of knowledge, knowledge which she no doubt is going to use to disprove my case. 

‘And this came from where?’ she asks. I detect a slight disdain in her voice.

‘Wikipedia,’ I reply.


‘Ah, Wikipedia,’ she says, almost triumphant. ‘Wikipedia, that fount of unconfirmed information on the internet. This makes matters so much clearer.’

‘Unconfirmed?’ I ask.


‘Yes, information from dubious sources made plausible at times by the indiscriminate mixture of fact and fiction.’ She speaks these words with effortless authority and academic certainty. 

‘So, John Lennon is not dead?’


‘No.’


‘But how can you be certain?’ I ask.


And she looks at me with what must surely be eyes of relief posing as something else. Perhaps eyes that want to make me feel safe and secure.

‘Because you’re John Lennon. You’ve never been anyone but John Lennon. Everyone knows that. You know that.’


‘And Yoko?’ I ask. ‘Where is she? And where is my…’ But she interrupts me before I can continue, as if to control this delusion once and for all.


‘We all know who you are. You know who you are. This avoidance of what’s so obvious is what we have to address. But, out of curiosity, if you’re not John Lennon, who are you?’


‘I don’t know, and the truth is, it doesn’t matter. Not in the least. Not in the least.’ As I say this, a flash of something dark crosses her face. But quickly the habit of control is there, erasing all traces of any disturbance.

‘But that’s the point, it does matter! You can’t really live not knowing who you are, or denying what you’ve always been. After all, you’re John Lennon. We’ll find ways to bring you back to yourself. There’s nothing to worry about.’


‘You’re right, there’s nothing to worry about,’ I say quietly.

She smiles benignly at me when I say these words, but she doesn’t question whether we mean the same thing.


She arranges her posture in a way that tells me that our time is over. As she does, I catch her name badge set against the breast pocket of her white coat.


‘You’re Dr…,’ I am about to say.


‘Spears,’ she replies. ‘Britney Spears.’

II

Blow out the man 

The soulful humming of the mid-sixties hit, When a Man Loves a Woman, tells me that my orderly is about to enter my room with my morning tea. That’s his signature tune.


‘Good Morning John,’ he says cheerfully. And then, teasingly, ‘Oh, I forgot, you’re not John, you’re…?


‘You,’ I reply.


‘Me?’ he asks incredulously. ‘Man, you’re going to be here a long time. A long, long, long time. What a pity, with all that talent. Now tell me, how are you me?’ he asks as he sets the tray of tea and biscuits on the little table next to my bed.


‘I can’t,’ I reply. ‘Not in any way that would make sense. You would have to see for yourself, you would have to be there.’


‘That’s no good John. I mean you can’t go around speaking these crazy things and expect people to believe you. You’re throwing your life away. It will be finished, any day now. Give it up, man, give it up.’


‘That’s not possible,’ I reply, taking a sip of the hot, sweet tea. ‘You can’t give up what you really are, you just can’t. I can’t be stopped.’


He stands still, and looks at me intently; but not as if in deep thought, but as if in the absence of thought.


‘You know, I kinda like you. There’s something quiet about you, like you’re here, but not here. Know what I mean? Oh, hell, I’m talking crazy just like you.’


‘Yes,’ I laugh, ‘It’s kind of infectious.’


‘You mean I’m going to become like you. No way, man, I like being Percy.’


‘I know,’ I reply. “We all like being who we think we are until the lie just doesn’t hold anymore. When the pain gets too much. So, you’re Percy Sledge, the great soul singer?’ Percy looks at me like I’ve uttered the worst blasphemy.


‘Man, what a thing to ask! Everyone here knows who I am. I’m Percy Sledge, the King of Soul.  That’s who I am.’


‘Then what,’ I ask politely, ‘are you doing here? Why aren’t you outside this place, doing your thing, singing your songs?’


‘To take care of crazies, like you,’ he replies, like I missed the most obvious of reasons.


‘True,’ I reply, ‘but that doesn’t tell me why you, Percy Sledge, are doing this work? You’re not doing this as some kind of part-time community service, are you? You’re here, full-time, right?’


‘Yeah, I’m here full-time. You know that,’ he responds, but his voice seems uncertain about something, and there’s a long pause. ‘Yeah, I’m here full-time,’ and then there’s a sudden stop, as if caused by some deep recognition, and he begins to cry. ‘Oh, God, I’m getting crazy like you.’


‘Come, Percy, you’re too pretty to cry,’ I say gently, paraphrasing a song I remember from somewhere.


‘Hey, man, that’s one of mine,’ he says, his face lighting up when he hears the words. He wipes his eyes with a spotless, white handkerchief. ‘She’s too pretty to cry,’ he says, giving the correct title of the song. And then, half pleading, ‘Help me. What am I really living for?’


‘Percy, like John, doesn’t really exist, so there’s no one to help, and life’s doing the living anyway. But we can stop the world tonight,’ I say, playing on Sledge’s famous song titles, ‘because that’s the way I live my life. Push Mr Pride aside, Percy, that’s my special prayer. This isn’t about self preservation, or warm and tender love. This will tear you up, and it can’t be stopped. Percy,’ I say emphatically, ‘nothing comes to a sleeper but a dream.’


‘What I don’t know…’ begins Percy, but I interrupt.


‘You’ll never know, Percy, never, but you’ll have the heart of a child. You've got that something wonderful, we all have, but we just can’t know it. So we go looking for it in being what we’re not. And that something wonderful becomes our tears. That’s the fear that drives us, that makes life seem just out of reach.’


‘It seems all wrong but it’s alright,’ he says, starting to smile. ‘It’s hard to believe, but now I’m talking crazy like you, but it feels faithful and true.’


‘This seeing, it comes like a thief in the night, it comes softly to you. Most of those love songs, sweet and pretty and all, just don’t cut it. About real love, the good love, I mean. Not “true love travels on a gravel road” and all that nonsense.’


Percy is now all lit up, as if walking in the sun and seeing from a different place; as if standing on a mountain.


‘You mean love is where life begins?’ he asks.


‘Yes, something like that. You can always get it where you got it. Which is right here, right now.’


‘I always believed yesterday was a better day. Or tomorrow will be.’


‘We all did. But there’s no time; there’s no yesterday or tomorrow but what we think. That’s the real craziness. See this, see this now, and then you won’t need any help to make it through the night.’


‘Is that…?’


‘Yes. That’s the way I live my life. It’s unchanging love.’


‘How do you know…?’ he asks, but pauses, as if trying to frame the right question. I complete the question for him because it’s evident where he’s going.


‘How do you know for certain, absolutely, that you’re really not Percy? 


Percy nods. I continue.


It’s like when you know when a boy becomes a man. You just know.’


‘I think I understand,’ he says. Tears flow again, but this time they glisten against a radiant face.


Percy is about to say something else, when there’s an announcement over the intercom.


‘Percy Sledge, Percy Sledge, please contact reception. You’re wanted.’


It’s the receptionist calling for Percy.


‘I have to go; I’ve been here too long. But hey, in crazy talk, no time has actually passed, has it?’


I nod in agreement.


‘So, so long,’ he says as he walks out slowly.


‘Remember, you’ve got that something wonderful. No, you are that something wonderful. It’s everything you’ll ever need.’ 


‘If this is the last time…’ he begins to say.


‘If this is the last time that I’ll see you as Percy?


‘Yes.’

 
‘Nothing will have changed. And everything will. And that warm and tender love thing, it still goes on, but without too many rivers to cross. It doesn’t blow out the man. You’ll see. You will. And it will keep you faithful and true.’


‘Thank you, John. I mean…’


‘John’s alright. It’s been kinda fun playing him. And Percy, there’s no one to thank when one brings it on home. But gratitude will follow you like the aroma of sugar pudding.’


As Percy leaves, another announcement calls for him.


‘Percy Sledge, Percy Sledge, please see Dr Presley immediately.’

III

What You Get Is What You See
Tina explodes into my room.


‘Percy-less, Percy-less, what kind of name is Percy-less?’ she asks, almost shouting, standing with her hands on her generous hips, her bosom heaving with agitation.


‘Well, it’s definitely not Percy-full,’ I reply. ‘Get it? Percival … Percy-full?’


‘He’s Percy-fool, alright, Percy-fool,’ she exclaims indignantly, ‘and you, Mr John  Lennon, are responsible. Getting that good man to change his name, getting him to be crazy like you.’


Tina is not one of the staff. Like me, she’s an inmate, but unlike me she’s not here for anything considered too threatening. She’s here, voluntarily, for substance abuse.


‘I know what this is about,’ she says, starting to pace slowly in front of my bed, using exaggerated hand movements to punctuate her remarks. Like most of the black women on TV. In fact, that’s what I’m watching, a character from a TV show, and the name of the show doesn’t matter. But this is not something I will tell her, in the mood she’s in.


‘This is about white folk making black people crazy,’ she says emphatically. ‘This is some kinda plot to stop us black people from being who we are. You’re some kind of undercover agent.’


I can easily point out the contradictions in Tina’s accusations, but I know they won’t mean anything to her. She’s fully caught up in her story. So, I just listen. That’s what I find myself doing these days, just listening.


‘We’ve had a hard time to make it in this world. But what do you do to us, the Michael Jacksons, the O J Simpsons, the Richard Priors…? You try to bring us down, to make us the no bodies that you want us to be. Taking our names away. Goddam-rightwing-George Bush-keep the country white-nonsense.’


‘You’re right, Tina, it is nonsense,’ I say. Tina finally stops her pacing and looks suspiciously at me.


‘You’re right, there is a conspiracy to keep us down, but it’s not a black or white thing, it’s the way of the world. It’s not a conspiracy created by any one group of people, although it may show up in what people do to each other. It’s a conspiracy within our thinking; believing the stories we tell each other and ourselves.’


‘You’re not fooling me with that kinda talk,’ she says quickly. ‘The doctors, they’ve told me what you’re saying, how you can mess with people’s minds.’


I want to emphasise the point that it’s our minds messing with us, but I let it be.


‘Look at poor Percy, he’s not himself. Taking crazy all the time. Using his songs in every sentence.’


‘Saying what, Tina?”


‘Saying there’s no “me”. What’s that supposed to mean if not to make us crazy? I’m me, period.’


‘Which me? Which period? The young girl? The lover? The mother…?
‘That’s all of me,’ she says forcefully, certain of herself.


‘Yes, they are, but only in the stories we remember and tell. What are you now, in this moment?’


Tina doesn’t reply. But I suspect it’s because she still in her story of who she thinks she is. Not because she’s really looking. I try again.


‘Tina, turnaround.’


‘Tina Turner,’ she snaps.


‘Yes, I know, but I meant “turnaround”. Turn your attention away from what you’re looking at to what’s doing the looking. That’s the real “you”.’


‘Get away, fool. That’s what got Percy all messed up. You’re not doing that to me. I’m getting outa here.’


She’s almost at the door when I say to her, ‘What you get is what you see. What you see is not a story. You could say it’s love, you’re love.’


‘What’s love got to do with it?’ she asks, almost sarcastically, and leaves.


‘Everything,’ I find myself saying, but there’s no one to hear.

1V
Let IT Be
They’ve finally let me go. Exasperated, I suppose. But I’ve enjoyed myself, although Tina yelling at me whenever she could was getting a bit too much. Not so much for me personally, but for the others. But it didn’t seem to touch Percy at all. He is just pure radiance.

I’m walking back to my apartment, when I see this shadowy figure. A face that I remember from somewhere.


As I walk past him, he calls out, ‘Mr. Lennon?’ I hardly have time to respond when he crouches, pointing something at me…

In an instant there is absolute certainty of who I am as all pretense dissolves forever. Ah, those words of wisdom…Let It Be.
The End

Notes:
Percy Sledge songs referred to:

Any day now

Blow out the man  
Come softly to me

Everything you'll ever need 

Faithful and true 

Hard to believe

Heart of a child 

Help me  

Help me make it through the night

I can't be stopped 
If this is the last time 

It tears me up

It's all wrong but it's alright 

Just out of reach 

Love is where life begins  
My special prayer 
Nothing comes to a sleeper but a dream 
Push Mr Pride aside

Self preservation 

She's too pretty to cry 
Standing on the mountain 
Stop the world tonight

Sudden stop  

Sugar pudding 

That's the way I live my life 

The good love

Thief in the night 

Time 
Too many rivers to cross 

True love travels on a gravel road

Unchanging love 
Wanted  

Warm and tender love 

What am I living for 

What I don't know 
When a boy becomes a man 

When a man loves a woman 

Yesterday was a better day 

You can always get it where you got it 
You had to be there 

You've got that something wonderful 
Tina Turner songs referred to:
 Undercover Agent For The Blues 

  Way Of The World 

  What You Get Is What You See 

  What's Love Got To Do With It?

John Lennon song referred to:
Let It Be

