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For my husband Neil

Who accompanied me to Dallas and saw what I saw

For my children Michelle, James, Alyssa, and Joshua

and my grandchildren

Stefan, Jared, Cahleb, Peyton, and Adelia Sue

and for Kathy

Who always believed I could do it.
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In memory of President John F. Kennedy who tried to make the world a better place

and for

Lee Harvey Oswald: Husband, Father, Marine, American
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Chapter 1
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“The world is made up of two classes - the hunters and the huntees.” 

― Richard Connell, The Most Dangerous Game

I’d always wanted to see London at Christmas. When the boys were small George and I didn’t feel as though we could leave them at Christmas. We believed, as many young people do, there would be plenty of opportunities to have adventures when our sons were grown and had their own families. Then the boys finished college and got married and there was debt and soon grandchildren. And we couldn’t bear to miss those holidays with the little ones. Soon after Matt moved to Boston with his family George started to get sick.

At first, he was just more tired than usual. He had retired from his state job and took a part-time job at a local construction business as an accountant. I had cut back my teaching hours years earlier working only as a substitute teacher. We took a couple of short trips; once we went to visit Matt and the family in Boston. Another time we went to visit Jesse in New Mexico where he was on a dig. But George was always so tired. Always a stubborn man, he resisted going to the doctor. By the time he gave in to my constant pressure and the combined pressure of our sons and his good friend, our neighbor Bill, his heart was in bad shape. A week before his scheduled by-pass surgery he had a massive coronary. That was almost two years ago. I was fifty-eight years old. 

Matt tried to convince me to leave North Carolina and move to Boston. I said I would think about it although  I knew I wouldn’t leave my home; the home where I had raised my sons, shared a wonderful life with a man I loved, a place I decorated, gardened, and loved for over thirty years. 

I had great friends who were there for me, sometimes trying to set me up with older gentlemen. I had a great neighbor who wouldn’t let me mow my yard or even change the porch light bulb. Bill had been there with George right through to the end. In the almost fifteen years he’d been our neighbor he and George had bonded closer than brothers. They’d gone to ball games, gone fishing, and seen more movies together than I had seen in a lifetime. They read books and discussed them ad infinitum. Bill didn’t drive which was unusual for a man in our town. But Bill had moved down South after an early retirement saying the northern winters were too much for his old bones. I was never quite sure what kind of business Bill had been in and I suspected he had inherited some money somewhere along the way. George once told me it was some kind of corporation. I knew he had no living family. He’d been an only child and he had never married. 

When George passed away Bill was there for me. It was Bill who sat there at George’s bedside as George said what would be his last words to us. 

He was pretty doped up and most of what he said made no sense. He talked about hunting which wasn’t something he or Bill did. I remember his eyes being a little unfocused as he told Bill, “Some hunters never stop hunting. Sometimes they will go right into the bear's den to pull him out when he’s hibernating.” Then George had looked from Bill to me and back. “Livvy is a good woman Bill. You can always trust her. But you watch out for her.”

I had put a finger to his lips and told him to hush. “You’re the one who needs watching out for you old coot.” And he had smiled.

It was a sunny day and the blinds were partly opened. The sunlight cast bars of light and dark across the white sheet that covered George. I was holding George’s hand and it seemed so small and frail, the skin gray and loose. Bill stood on the other side of the bed and when I glanced up I saw the concern in his eyes. For a moment he looked up and our eyes met, and the message was there; we both knew George might not make it. Less than an hour later we were hustled from the room by a cadre of nurses and doctors. We stood in the hall and I was aware of Bill holding my hand and I know I was squeezing it tightly. That heavy antiseptic scent of hospitals that we all know so well was making me nauseous. When the doctor came out of George’s room, I knew instantly my husband was dead. It was Bill who held me as I sobbed, it was Bill who got all the information we needed to prepare for what came next, it was Bill who sat with me as I called my sons to tell them of their father’s passing.

It was a natural transfer for Bill to become my friend. And that is all it was. My friends would sometimes tease me, asking when Bill was going to put his slippers under my bed. I think many people believed we had a romantic relationship. 

Now I was alone. George was gone. Bill was gone. And I was in London watching the snow fall lightly over the ice skating rink in front of the British Museum. I can’t say I was lonely. I can’t say I wasn’t lonely. I guess I was in a sort of limbo. 

So, you are probably wondering where this is going. I guess I should rewind a little and fill in the details. 

Western North Carolina is beautiful in the fall. I lived in the Smoky Mountains. If you’ve never been there you’ve missed one of the most beautiful places on earth. I had an old Victorian house that turned 100 with the new century. The porch wrapped around the house giving a view of the mountains as well as a view of the lake. After the kids had gone to live their lives George had hired a contractor who added a small balcony outside our bedroom. We used to love to sit out there early on summer mornings and have coffee, or just as the sun set we’d have glasses of wine and marvel at how fortunate we were. Sometimes I would sit outside and listen to George and Bill on the porch below as they talked about sports, movies, or books. The only subjects that were forbidden were politics and religion, subjects neither man had a taste for. 

After George was gone Bill would come over in the evening and we’d sit and talk. Sometimes he would bring his guitar and strum or just doodle a tune. Sometimes we’d go to the movies. I found I liked foreign films and action movies but intensely disliked “chick flicks”. Bill would tease me that I was channeling George. Often after the movie, we’d stop at the “Soda Shoppe” for a treat. Bill had more of a sweet tooth than I did and that’s saying a lot. I took over George’s role and once a week I would take Bill with me to shop for groceries and cleaning supplies. Every so often I’d take him to the mall, and he would go shopping for whatever man things he needed and I would go shopping for whatever woman things I needed. We developed a routine. 

I still did things with my other friends. It was awkward when a group of us went out. There would be couples and more often than not it was just me. Bill was not big on socializing although he did go to a couple of events with me. I think he was just being nice. No, I KNOW he was just being nice. 

One time a group of us went to the fair. Once a year the fair would come through our area with rides, games, fair food, and all the wonderful silly things you see at a small town fair. They would showcase some old musical performer or group and tickets were cheap and sometimes free. I guess that year was a little slow, maybe a lot of the “oldies” performers were past performing. The show was a group of impersonators from Elvis to the Beatles, and even more contemporary performers like Madonna and Tina Turner. We spread blankets on the grass and listened to music I had long forgotten. Some of the older people got up to dance. I admit I was surprised when Bill got up, pulled me to my feet and we danced to an Elvis impersonator singing “Can’t Help Falling in Love”. I couldn’t remember the last time I had danced with a man. George didn’t care for dancing and other than our wedding and our son’s wedding I couldn’t think of a time we danced. I suppose it could have been awkward but Bill had become such a good friend it seemed natural. It helped that Bill was a pretty good dancer and easy to follow even for a rusty old girl like me.

I think the night sticks in my mind because I hadn’t had that much fun since George passed away. I think it was the same for Bill. We played some of the games and it wasn’t until we stopped at one of the shooting galleries that Bill’s mood changed. One of the guys from church, Doug, won a big bear for his wife. Doug had had a few beers and kept pushing Bill to try to win me a pink cat. “Come on Billy boy. Win a Kitty for Ms. Livvy.”

Bill kept saying no he wasn’t much of a shot and didn’t want to embarrass himself. But Doug insisted, even laying down a dollar so Bill could take 3 shots. He was a good sport Bill was. But he wasn’t lying when he said he wasn’t much of a shot. He missed all three shots. But Doug wouldn’t let it go. He threw down another dollar. I could see Bill was getting more uncomfortable, so I grabbed the rifle and said, “Heck let me try.” I guess it was just luck, but I hit 3 targets and walked away with a pink cat the size of a 4-year old child leaving Doug with his chin on the ground staring in disbelief. Bill couldn’t stop laughing. “Remind me never to piss you off,” he whispered in my ear. 

“I just wish I knew what I’m going to do with this thing.” I chuckled.

“We could take it over to Doug’s and leave it on his porch with an empty beer bottle.” 

I couldn’t help laughing. This was a side of Bill I had never seen. We took the prize back to my house and set it up in a chair looking out one of the upstairs bedrooms. Bill called it my Guardian Cat. Later that week the first clues began to surface although I did not know it at the time. 

It was early September and I’d decided I was going to bake a pie. The weather had cooled and there was a nip of fall in the air. It had been a long hot summer and I was more than ready for the season to change. I’d filled my cart with all the ingredients I needed and groaned when I saw the long check-out lines. As I waited I picked a magazine off the rack, looking at recipes, fall fashions, and the pictures of luscious desserts next to articles that told me how to lose twenty pounds before Thanksgiving. I didn’t really notice the man who got in line behind me. I was aware of someone standing there but hadn’t looked up at him. It wasn’t until he spoke. “So do you think he did it alone?”

“Excuse me?” I looked around thinking he must be talking to someone else. 

He pointed at the magazine in my hand. “Oswald. You think he did it alone or was it a conspiracy?”

It was kind of strange to see a young man in a suit and tie in the grocery store in the middle of the morning, but there he was. I looked at the front of the magazine. “Did Oswald Act Alone?” was highlighted in a caption beneath a photo of John Kennedy. I looked from the magazine to the young man, “I honestly never thought about it. I guess he did.”

I started to place my groceries on the belt and slipped the magazine back into the rack.

“It’s the 50th anniversary this year you know.” He tossed the orange he was holding from one hand to the other.

“Oh my. It’s hard to believe it’s been that long.” 

“Fifty years and people still talking about who did it.” He shook his head.

“I guess. Is that orange all you have?” I asked. “You can go ahead of me.”

He looked at the orange and said, “Oh I forgot something.  But thanks.” And with that, he headed back into the store and out of my mind. I would never have given him another thought until something happened a few days later.

Bill and I were sitting in front of the TV watching the news and eating the last of my homemade apple pie when a story about the Kennedy assassination came on. “So do you think he did it?” Bill asked.

I laughed. “I really haven’t thought much about it until last week. Someone else asked me the same question.”

Bill was quiet for a moment, then he asked, “Who?”

“I really don’t know.” I went on to tell him about the young man in the suit and tie. You know how sometimes something changes and you can sort of feel it. You may not know what it is or why it’s happening, but the air feels different somehow. That’s what happened then. Bill got up, taking my dish and fork with his and went into the kitchen. I heard him turn on the tap and knew he was washing out the bowls. I went into the kitchen and watched him as he ran the sponge around the bowls.

“Bill? I can do those later.” The TV played in the background and one of the old announcers told an America that had long since faded away that the president was dead. “Bill?”

He set the dishes in the dish drainer and turned to smile at me as he dried his hands on a dish towel. “The least I can do is help you clean up after you made the pie.” The words were right, the tone was almost right, but there was something about his smile, a shadow in his eyes that was different.

“Are you okay?” 

“Just a little tired. I think I’ll head on home.” As he moved past me I put my hand on his arm.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” He looked into my eyes and for a moment I thought he was going to say something. Everything seemed to stop, my breath, our heartbeats, the very air seemed still. It wasn’t that sort of romantic stillness; it was more like a quiet tension. 

The moment passed and Bill’s eyes hooded over. “I’m fine Olivia. Really. Thank you for worrying about me.”

I followed him to the door. “Well call me if you need anything. I mean it now!” 

He half smiled, “Lock up now. And thanks again... for everything.” Something in his tone was final. A chill went through me. I watched through the window as he crossed the lawn and went in his front door. As his porch light went on and my curtain fell back into place, I saw a dark car I didn’t recognize parked halfway down the street. It was obvious there were two people sitting in the front seat. If I hadn’t been so concerned about Bill I might have paid closer attention. But that’s water under the bridge as they say.

Instead, I sat back down in front of the TV and half listened as the announcer talked about the Kennedy assassination, investigations, conspiracy theories, and the shooter. Something about Lee Harvey Oswald seemed vaguely familiar; something about the way he held his head, the way he spoke. But I wasn’t paying close attention to that either. In fact, it wasn’t until they showed the museum, talked about events commemorating the 50th anniversary that I began to listen closely. The more I heard, the more interested I became. By the end of the evening, I realized I wanted to see this historical place. The next time someone asked me what I thought about such a pivotal moment I wanted to have an opinion. I went to bed wondering how long it would take to drive to Dallas.
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Chapter 2
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“If all difficulties were known at the outset of a long journey, most of us would never start out at all.” Dan Rather

It rained the next day. The heat of summer still lingered and the rain caused steam to rise from the road like small ghosts.  I got on my laptop and started looking up Dallas, cities between home and there, and then found myself looking up the Kennedy assassination. I was surprised at how much I didn’t know. I had vague memories of the event but my parents had been strict about television so I didn’t really see much. I did remember parts of the funeral procession and my mother cried. I just wanted to know when it would be over so I could watch cartoons. The internet was a treasure trove of information. The more I read, the more I did recall. Site after site contained grainy black and white pictures. Then suddenly there was a colored picture of Jackie Kennedy, her pink suit stained with her husband’s blood. I inhaled sharply, horrified but unable to tear my eyes away. Surely I had not seen this when I was a child. If I did see it I had blocked it from my memory. Her eyes were dull and anyone could see she was in shock. Lyndon Johnson stood beside her and I realized he was taking the presidential oath. 

How could they ask her to do that? I wondered aloud. How could they make her stand there, covered in her husband’s blood and witness another man take his place as president? I moved to another page and there was a picture of the assassin, Lee Harvey Oswald. He looked defiant. There was a photo where he was surrounded by policemen, and another man in a suit was moving toward him, gun drawn. I read more and more and soon stumbled upon the conspiracy theories. Stopping only to make tea two or three times I absorbed as much as I could. The more I read, the more I realized how uninformed I was. By the time I stopped reading, it was late afternoon. I hadn’t eaten since breakfast. When I got up from the desk my knees creaked.

I made myself a sandwich and ate it standing up not wanting to hear that creaking again or feel that popping in my knees. When the phone rang I almost jumped out of my skin. The house phone seldom rang. I only had the line because it was part of my cable TV, internet, and phone plan. And my house alarm rang through the wires. It was on the third ring when I picked it up. But whoever had called had already hung up because I got no response to my repeated hellos.

Deciding enough was enough I closed my laptop and plopped down in my recliner. I flicked on the TV out of habit and there was another story about the assassination. Without a second thought, I changed channels settling on a cooking show. But thoughts of what I’d read tickled the corners of my mind. My desire to see this place where so much tragedy had taken place grew stronger.

The rain had stopped and a few thin rays of late afternoon sunshine peeked through the clouds. I had done nothing all day except surf the web taking a history lesson. I suddenly remembered I had promised Bill we would go to the store so he could pick up a few things. Normally Bill would have come by or called. Maybe he figured the weather was too bad to go. But he had not called. And that concerned me. 

Pulling my cell phone out of my pocket I dialed his number. The phone rang several times before the generic voice mail answered offering to take a message. Frowning I went to the window and looked to see if he might be outside. The pavement and grass sparkled wetly in the last sunlight of the day. Nothing moved next door. Bill’s window blinds were closed. I hadn’t seen his house so closed up since he first moved in. Now I was really worried. He had seemed so strange last night, distracted and a little sad.

Slipping on my shoes I hurried across to his front door looking at all the windows as I went. The air seemed heavy and oppressive; the grass sent drops of cold rain over the tops of my shoes and I shivered slightly. As I rang the doorbell, my heart began to race. This was so out of character. I couldn’t hear any sounds. I rang the bell again and shaded my eyes, peering in through the glass panels on the side of the door. The curtain moved slightly and then Bill opened the door. “Are you okay?”

He opened the door a little wider. “Yes. Come on in.” The television was on in the other room and I could smell coffee brewing. 

“I was worried. I mean, I know you needed to go to the store and I forgot, and...” I realized I was babbling but I couldn’t seem to stop.

Bill touched my arm lightly. “It’s okay Olivia. I didn’t feel much like going out today anyway.”

Studying his face I asked, “What’s wrong? Are you...” I didn’t know what to ask. I was frightened. George had gotten ill so quickly. Bill was about the same age. Suppose...

Bill smiled his crooked half smile. “I’m fine Olivia. I promise. I would tell you if something was wrong. I didn’t sleep well and the weather was bad. No reason to drive all the way across town for something that can wait.” 

“You must think I’m silly.” I felt my face grow hot with embarrassment.

For the first time since George died Bill put his arm around my shoulders. “Not at all. Come on in and have a cup of coffee. I just made a fresh pot. And it’s decaf.” We went into the living room and he turned off the television. “You sit here and I’ll bring you a cup.” 

I know my mouth was hanging open because I was baffled by his behavior. Bill was always kind but now and the night before he had been acting like a different person. I was sitting on the couch staring after him when he returned with two mugs of coffee. As he bent to set mine on the table at my side he glanced at me and smiled. “I’m sorry if I caused you concern.”

I think at that moment I realized in many ways Bill had replaced George. Not in a romantic sense, but in the way I had grown to rely on him. He filled an empty space in my life, always there to mow my lawn, change a light bulb, watch TV with me, or just ride to the store with me. George had fallen ill and died so suddenly. It seemed one day he was with me and the next he was gone. A lump grew in my throat and I blinked back tears. 

Poor Bill. He stood up and stared at me wordlessly for a moment. “Olivia, I’m so sorry.”

I covered my face with my hands, embarrassed by my behavior. “I feel so foolish. You don’t owe me any explanation or excuse for wanting some peace and quiet.”

“Stop Olivia. I understand. I do. It’s all right.” He patted me awkwardly on the shoulder. 

“I think I just spent the whole day looking at those pictures from the Kennedy assassination and it’s made me so emotional, so sad.” I shook my head.

Bill sat down heavily across from me. His voice seemed to shake, “Why would you do that?”              

I regained control of myself and began to tell him how I was thinking about going to Dallas, how I didn’t remember so much of what happened back then, how I felt as though I needed to do something besides sit home and watch television.

Bill cleared his throat. “You don’t just sit around. You have a very active life. You have friends; you have children, and grandchildren. You should go visit them. Get away for a few weeks. This thing with the past needs to stay in the past. None of that has anything to do with you. Enjoy your life, enjoy your family.”

He didn’t intend to make me laugh but he did.  The idea of spending weeks with my daughter-in-law was silly. We got along all right for short periods, but I knew she did not like me. I was always afraid to say anything that might seem as though I was judging her or interfering in their lives. “Bill the last thing I want to do is go to Boston. I love my family but I love them more from here than I would if I was there. I want to do something different, to see something different. “I leaned back on the couch. “George and I had so many plans. We were going to travel. I wanted to see London. Ever since I was a child I wanted to see London. I wanted to see a Dickens Christmas.”

“Then go to London. Get one of your friends and plan a trip. I’m sure one of the ladies would enjoy such an adventure.”

I shook my head. “I can’t. I would miss George so much. It wouldn’t be the same. Maybe someday I can do that, but not yet. Maybe I need to take baby steps. Maybe a trip to Dallas would be a beginning.”

Bill ran his hand through his hair. “So you would fly to Dallas and do what?”

“I want to drive. I want to see places on the way. When I get there, I want to go to that museum. I want to see where it all happened. Maybe I need to go back to when I was a child so I can go forward. I want to see history.”

I could see Bill was becoming exasperated. “If you want history then go to Boston. You can’t get much more historic than that.”

“Forget about Boston!” I heard the sharpness in my tone but I couldn’t help myself. “I want to do something different.”

Bill let out a long breath. “Promise me you will at least think this through before you do anything.” He smiled again, that quirky crooked smile. “I don’t want to need a ride to the store only to find my good friend has disappeared.”

I laughed again. “Oh Bill don’t be silly, I would never just disappear. I don’t want that much of an adventure.” As far as I was concerned the subject was closed. I took a sip of my coffee which had grown cold. I guess Bill could tell by my expression that it didn’t taste very good. He got up and gently took the cup from my hand. “Let me freshen that for you.”

So we set the discussion aside and talked about how bad the storm had been, planned the next day’s shopping trip, and ended up eating grilled cheese sandwiches and watching a rerun of “Law and Order Criminal Intent”. Bill walked me home before ten o’clock and waited for me to lock the door before heading back to his house. I watched him walk, head down, hands in his pockets. As he went inside and I turned from the window I saw the same dark car parked in almost the same spot as the night before. But I was tired and it had been a long and somewhat strange day. So I turned off the lights and went to bed. Some mistakes come back to haunt us. Sometimes the most inconsequential moments become the linchpin on which our lives turn.
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“If you always make the right decision, the safe decision, 

the one most people make, you will be the same as everyone else.” 

― Paul Arden

The sound of the lawnmower woke me the next morning. I had not slept in since well before George got sick. Sunlight streamed across the bedroom and I lay for a moment watching dust fairies dance. I stretched and swung my feet over the side of the bed. The scent of freshly mowed grass drifted in with the birdsongs. It seemed summer was having a last hurrah. I’d left the bedroom window opened a crack the night before and was glad I had. 

Pulling on my housecoat I stepped onto the little balcony just as Bill rounded the corner of the house. “Hey, mister!” I called down to him. “People are trying to sleep here.” 

He squinted up at me. “Hey, sleepyhead. Sleep is overrated. And your grass was beginning to look like a jungle.”              

I laughed. “I’ll put on some coffee. Have you had breakfast yet?”

“Nope. Are you offering?” He smiled crookedly.

“You betcha.” It had become a joke between us. It was what George always said. You betcha. George would always be the connection for us. “I’ll get right on that!” I continued. Then I went back inside to take a quick shower and brush my teeth.

Bill was sitting on the porch reading my newspaper when I finished getting the biscuits in the oven and the coffee started. I opened the door and sighed. “Why don’t you ever just come on in Bill? You don’t need to sit out here waiting for an invitation.”              

He squinted up at me, folding the paper neatly back into shape. “Miss Olivia that would be exceedingly rude. I’m quite happy to look at the paper while I wait. I’m not in any hurry.” He got up slowly and I noticed him wince. He looked older today, a little tired, a little worn.

“You sure you’re okay Bill?” I led the way to the kitchen where the coffee was already brewing and the scent of biscuits wafted on the morning air.

“Just a little tired.” He sat down at the table. “Guess I’m getting old.” There was a chuckle in his voice and I shot him a look. 

I switched on the radio as I set cups of coffee and biscuits on the table. “You know I would be happy to pay one of the neighbors to mow Bill. You don’t need to do this.”

His eyes grew serious. “Yes, I do. I need to and I want to. You and George are the closest thing to a family I’ve had in many years. And I promised George I’d look after you.” Then he chuckled again. “Besides which you make great biscuits and halfway decent coffee.”

“Gee thanks. The biscuits come out of a refrigerator package and what exactly is the problem with my coffee?” I already knew the answer. He and George had always teased that I made “girlie” coffee. It didn’t help that I liked to use those sweetened creamers you could get everywhere these days. George and Bill liked their coffee strong and black, although every so often Bill would add a couple of spoonfuls of sugar to his cup. However, this was not one of those days.

We listened to the weather report as we ate; hot, sunny, summer’s last fling. Then the news came on. 

“Today marks the 12th anniversary of the World Trade Center attacks of 9-11. Families gathered at sites around the country to remember loved ones and pay tribute to the heroes who lost their lives on this tragic date.”

I glanced at Bill who was staring into his coffee cup. I remembered that day as clearly as if it were yesterday. I’d been at the store when I heard the first whispered reports. Within a few minutes, the supermarket was buzzing with the news, and just a few minutes later the store was packed as people rushed in to buy bottled water and canned vegetables. By the time I’d finished shopping, the lines were down the aisles and people were still coming in. I recall I thought they were all silly since there was no reason anyone would attack our small town. But people panicked. It was the same way they acted when it snowed or there were reports of bad storms. I knew by the end of the evening there wouldn’t be a loaf of bread or a container of milk. 

I’d moved up on the check-out line with only three people ahead of me when George and Bill appeared. I waved to get their attention and was more than a little surprised at the look of concern on George’s face. He worked his way to my side and a couple of older ladies grumbled thinking he was trying to cut in line. He’d kissed me on the forehead. “I was getting a little worried. Did you hear?”              

“About New York? Yes.” The expression on his face told me there was more. “What else happened?”

It was Bill who answered. “A plane hit the Pentagon in D.C. and one crashed in Pennsylvania.”              

Suddenly things looked different. “Oh my goodness! What’s happening?” 

“No one is sure,” George kept his voice low. “I doubt there’s any danger here except for panicky old biddies and gun happy rednecks.”

“Shh!” I shushed George and frowned at the grin on Bill’s face. The old biddie on line behind me shot us a dirty look. Annoyed, I shot her one right back. “We’re almost out of here.”

“We’ll wait with you; make sure you get everything loaded into the car.” And they had done just that.

Now twelve years later George was gone and Bill sat across from me studying his coffee as though it held the secrets of the universe. When his eyes met mine I realized he was remembering that day too. “I miss him too Olivia. George was the best friend I ever had. He was a good man.”

“I know. And he felt that way about you too Billy. He said it to me more than once. And George didn’t take to people that easily.” I patted Bill’s hand. “It was good to know he had someone like you. I’m grateful you’ve stayed around, grateful you’re my friend too.” I guess the moment was getting too emotional for me. I stood up and began clearing the table. 

Bill grabbed my wrist. “Olivia I want you to know I took it very seriously when George asked me to look after you. That’s not why I’m here. You’re my friend too. But I owe George. I could never repay his generosity.” 

My emotions had been running like a roller coaster for the last few days and I felt close to tears. If I hadn’t been so sensitive I might have questioned what he meant. Instead, I just muttered something that I hoped indicated I understood and I was grateful and continued cleaning up.

“I’m going to head home and take a shower,” Bill carried his cup to the sink. “Give me a shout when you’re ready to go to the store.”

I nodded. “Take your time. I need to make a list.” Feeling guilty and a little embarrassed I added, “I appreciate your friendship, Bill. You’ve more than repaid anything George could have done for you. Now get out of here before we both start bawling like babies.”

I heard the front door close softly and leaned my forehead against the refrigerator, taking several deep breaths. I would never get over losing George. There would always be something to remind me of him, of moments we shared, of dreams unfulfilled. Maybe Bill was right. Maybe I should go to London for Christmas. Maybe that was something George would have wanted. I didn’t need to think about it now. I needed to clean up the kitchen and make my shopping list. And that was what I did.

Chapter 4­

“Some choices we live not only once but a thousand times over, remembering them for the rest of our lives.” Richard Bach

I thought long and hard over the next few days. I would see occasional news pieces about the Kennedy assassination but most of the historical news related to 9/11 and that dark day. Then I came across a news show that somehow connected those two events. Various “historians” expounded on historical conspiracies. Part of me was shocked by what I heard but another part of me was skeptical. It seemed highly unlikely that such outrageous accusations could contain any truth. 

My appetite whetted, I continued to ride the waves of the World Wide Web reading about government cover-ups and the links between them. I even printed out a list of books I might want to read on the subject. And that list became pivotal in what took place next.

Bill and I had gone to the flea market because that was where he liked to buy his fishing lures. I mostly just liked to wander around, sometimes picking up some little thing to send my grandsons. I was looking through the used books, my trusty list in hand, when Bill came back with his purchases. He began looking through the books as well and was on the opposite side of the stall when I let out a squeal. I had found one of the books on my list, used and in good condition. Portions of the text were highlighted in bright yellow but that didn’t bother me. In fact, I liked it. It was like having another person’s opinion on the material.

Bill ambled up beside me as I paid for my treasure and I heard him take a deep breath when he saw the title. “Why are you buying that?”

“Curiosity. I guess I’ve lived in a kind of bubble since I retired. Heck, I’ve probably lived in a bubble for longer than that.” I tucked my purchase into my carryall as we headed to the car. “All this Kennedy stuff and 9/11 stuff seems to have whipped up a dust storm of conspiracy theories. Some of it is way out there, but some of it, well, some of it makes sense.” As we got into the car I looked over at Bill. His lips were slightly pursed and his brow furrowed either in thought or consternation. “I’ve never asked you the question.”

He looked at me, startled. His voice shook slightly as he asked, “What question is that?”

“What do you think? Do you think the government conspires to cover things up? Do you think Oswald shot Kennedy alone?” I hesitated. “Do you think they had anything to do with 9/11, all those people dying?”

Bill stared at me. I felt foolish. I was an old woman looking for something exciting to fill up my days. I realized how silly I sounded. I guess I must have blushed. Bill shook his head. “Olivia nothing would surprise me. I try not to think about all that because it’s very disturbing.”

“I guess you think I should stop acting like I can solve the mystery.” I started the car but before I could pull out of the parking spot Bill put his hand on my arm.

“I think you are causing yourself a lot of worry. You should try to enjoy life. Let the past be. Even if we had the answers it would not change what happened. A president was murdered, two families destroyed, and the country almost torn apart by those who believe in conspiracies and those who believe in the government. What’s done is done.”

“Two families destroyed? Of course. I never really thought about Oswald’s wife and children. How terrible. I mean, imagine if he didn’t do it or wasn’t alone. Then he was killed. And that poor woman and her children. So sad. I wonder whatever happened to them.” I pulled out of the parking lot.

Bill’s voice was very soft. “They went on with their lives. They left the rest of it in the past.” Then he sighed very heavily. “And you need to do the same. Life is too short to worry about a dead assassin.”

I didn’t say it aloud but I thought, “If he was an assassin.” I had begun to think maybe there was a conspiracy. Maybe Oswald didn’t act alone. Or even worse, maybe Oswald didn’t do it at all.

We didn’t talk about it anymore that day. When Bill went home I took out my new book and set it on my night table. I planned to start reading it that night. But something else happened that drew me even deeper into my conspiracy theories. I sat down to watch the news before I went up to bed and while switching channels came across a movie called “JFK”. And that may have been the final straw. In fact, as I look back I realize it was definitely a turning point. It was well after 2:00 AM when I turned off the television and went up to bed. It was well after 4:00 AM when I finally fell asleep. I fought with myself, told myself it was a movie, a dramatization. By the time my eyes finally closed I had decided I was going to Dallas to see this book depository. I was going to make up my mind based on what I could see for myself.
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Chapter 5
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“Strange how paranoia can link up with reality now and then.” ― Jesse K. Dick, A Scanner Darkly

The following week was actually a whirlwind of activity pushing all thoughts of conspiracies out of my mind. My friend Judy announced her daughter was getting married on New Year’s Eve, a little over three months away. Judy is a little high strung to begin with. Her husband had left years earlier and she had never remarried. In fact, she seemed to have written men off altogether. It wasn’t so much that she was pining away for Butch; it was more like she no longer trusted men and would not put herself in a vulnerable position again. When George passed away, she and I had become closer simply because we were the only unattached ladies in our group. Our friends had long since given up on finding a man for Judy but she commiserated with me when I would be set up. The unexpected turn of events with her daughter sent her into a tailspin. A group of us, women who had been friends for years, rallied around her. Each of us took on a task, finding a venue for the wedding, finding a caterer, a baker, and all the other details of a “perfect” wedding. Helping choose a mother of the bride dress fell to me. I thought I had lucked out. After all what could be so complicated about finding an appropriate dress for a winter wedding? 

I sat with Judy for hours, looking through magazines, looking online, even trying to design a dress she would like. There were moments when I thought I would scream. Judy’s daughter didn’t seem to care what we did. She was in her last year in college in another state and after the wedding she and her soon to be husband were going back to the dorms. 

After two days of searching local shops, magazines, internet sites, and even department stores Judy decided we needed to drive to Asheville and look for something there. I wasn’t thrilled about spending a night in Asheville although I loved the city. I just knew Judy would be super hyper and I hoped I would be able to contain my impatience. 

As I packed an overnight bag in preparation for our jaunt my doorbell rang. Assuming it was Judy I opened the door without checking. Two young men stood on my front porch and my heart skipped a beat when I saw them. 

“Good afternoon ma’am. We’re canvassing the neighborhood offering a special deal on our home security system. If you will allow us to put a sign in your front yard, we will give you a system to protect your home, along with 3 months of free service.” Both men smiled. I didn’t care for those smiles at all.

I held the door partially closed. “Thank you but my husband and I already have a security system.” I started to close the door but one of the men put out his hand to hold the door open.

“Well, this is a very good deal. Which company are you using? Even after the introductory period our rates are competitive.” His smile remained frozen.

“Really we are fine, and my husband is busy right now.” I pushed the door again, but his hand did not move.

“Can we come in and tell you a little more about our company and the system?”

This made me angry. “I said no thank you. Now if you will excuse me I am very busy.” I pushed the door hard and I guess I took him by surprise. The door slammed shut and I flipped the lock quickly. Then I set the alarm on the panel beside the door. I leaned against the door listening to my heart pound in my ears. 

Taking a deep breath, I moved the curtain slightly to look outside. The two men walked up to a van that advertised Safety First Home Security on its side panel. I suddenly felt incredibly foolish. Obviously they were nothing more than overly zealous salesmen. Then they got in the van and drove off. As I watched the van disappear down the road I felt another pang. They didn’t go to another house. They said they were canvassing the neighborhood but the only house they canvassed was mine. I wondered if I should call the police and report the event. I wondered if I was overreacting. I nearly jumped out of my skin when my phone rang. My hand shook as I fished it out of my pocket.

“Olivia? Are you okay?” Bill’s voice, filled with concern, filled my head.

“I don’t know. There was just, I don’t know,” I stumbled over the words.

“I’m on my way. Come to the back door,” he commanded firmly.

I didn’t ask why. I went directly to my back door and he was already running across the back yard when I opened it. He hurried in and locked the door securely. “What happened? Who were those men?” 

I didn’t ask how he knew about the men, I didn’t say anything. I just burst into tears and threw myself into his arms. I felt so incredibly stupid. George had always told me never to open the door if I didn’t know who was outside. I could hear him telling me how things were not the same as when we were young. I had always agreed. Yet I had just about let two strange men into my home.

Bill stroked my back. “It’s okay. You’re all right. What happened?”

“They said they are a new company and they are talking to everyone about home security. But Bill, they didn’t go to any other house. Do you think they were going to rob me? Do you think they will come back?”

“No, no. They rang my bell too. I just didn’t answer. I think your house was the last one they checked. What did you tell them?” He led me to the living room and sat down across from me.

I swiped at my eyes. “I told them I already have a security system. I actually hinted my husband was here in the house. They went to your house too?”

“You did very well. If they were going to rob you they wouldn’t have gone away. And they know you have an alarm so they won’t be back if they are criminals.” He patted my hand. “It’s okay.”

I studied him closely. His voice said one thing but his eyes said something else. “Are you sure? Do you really believe that?”

Bill leaned back on the couch. “Yes. I do. But you should be careful anyway. We should all be more careful.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t go to Asheville overnight. Suppose they come back and break in.” ­­­­­­­­­­­­

“No, you go to Asheville. I’ll keep an eye on the house. You just set the alarm. I’ll check on everything before I turn in. It will be fine.” He looked into my eyes. “Don’t let anyone stop you from living your life.”

I knew he was right. I knew I was probably overreacting. So the next morning Judy and I headed for Asheville. At the last minute another of the ladies, Gayle, joined us. Gayle was possibly the most fashionable lady in our group and I think she felt she would be better prepared to advise Judy. She had never been married or had children and up until the year before had worked full time in retail. When Bill had first begun joining me on some outings she had pursued him rather obviously, something I had found amusing at first. Always the gentleman, Bill had maintained a distance, ignoring her sometimes overt attempts to establish a more personal relationship. Recently I found her flirting annoying and more than once had to bite my tongue to keep from criticizing her. However, this was important to Judy so I pushed aside my irritation and smiled brightly as Gayle got into the front seat next to Judy. There was something so funny about the three of us, all older women, taking off on a road trip. We took turns driving. stopping for lunch at a small café. 

I hadn’t shared a room with another woman since I was a teenager. I found I was having a good time in spite of Gayle’s somewhat bossy attitude. After a day of shopping at several stores, Gayle and I finally convinced Judy to purchase two dresses after the store agreed to accept a return once she decided which one she preferred. With that behind us, we went to a nice restaurant for dinner. 

Back in the hotel, we turned on the television to check the weather for our trip home the next morning. There was a brief report on upcoming activities in Dallas and Washington DC to commemorate the 50th anniversary of the Kennedy assassination. That was when I made my mistake. I told my friends I wanted to go to Dallas to see the place where it all happened.

Judy was incredulous. “Why ever would you want to do that?”

I immediately felt embarrassed. “It’s history,” I said weakly. 

“It’s depressing!” Gayle exclaimed. “And it’s scary. To think one nut could have caused all that trouble. I think the guy who shot him was a real hero. What was his name, Jack something?”

“Ruby,” I said softly. “But suppose Oswald didn’t do it alone? Or suppose he didn’t do it at all?”

“Oh come on Livvy! They proved he did it. I mean he owned the gun and he shot some cop too.” Judy began flipping channels on the television. 

“Wasn’t he Russian or something?” Gayle asked as she packed her overnight bag.

“No, he lived there for a while.” I wished I had not mentioned anything.

Judy frowned. “No, he defected or something. But wasn’t he involved with Cubans?”

I decided it was time to change the subject. “Well, I’m thinking about a trip to London too. You know around Christmas.”

With that Judy practically bit my head off. “But you’re coming to the wedding! You have to help me! You can’t go at Christmas!”

“Well, I’d be back for the wedding...” I said lamely.

Judy huffed loudly. “There will be a lot to do at the last minute. I would think as my friend who promised to help me you would make it a point to be there. But if you feel a trip to another country is more important, I guess I can’t argue with you.”

I immediately began to reassure Judy that I would be there for her and I would not consider abandoning her at such a special time. This apparently annoyed Gayle who chimed in with “You know Judy I am available to help you. I mean Livvy is not your only friend.”

I could see this trip was not going to end well. The behavior of these two ladies reminded me why I did not get along very well with other females. Try as I might to change the subject and soften hurt feelings, we all went to sleep feeling grumpy. The drive home the next day was quiet and tense. We didn’t stop for lunch. In fact, it wasn’t even suggested. 
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