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			Prologue


			November 23, 1963


			Ed Conroy stood at the fifth-floor window of the Texas School Book Depository and looked down toward the junction of Houston and Elm. Fifty-six years old, insomniac and irritable, he wondered how much longer he could hump boxes for minimum wage. From where he stood, he could clearly see the precise vantage point he’d taken up on Dealey Plaza three or four hours before the president and the first lady were even due to appear. He remembered how they’d looked. That pink suit she wore. So elegant, so beautiful. She’d smiled as she looked in his direction, and even though there was a throng of people, he’d wanted to believe the smile was just for him. Foolish, because Jackie smiled for everyone, but what the hell?


			‘Ed?’


			Ed glanced back toward the stairwell. Larry Furness appeared at the other end of the room.


			‘Did you see ’em?’ Ed asked.


			‘Sure I did.’ Larry joined him at the window.


			‘I was right down there,’ Ed said, and pointed toward the plaza.


			‘I was over on Elm,’ Larry replied. ‘A little way before the underpass.’


			‘Hell of a thing.’


			‘Sure was. But now they’re gone and we have to move all that stuff upstairs.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Two hours. I wanna be out of here on time.’


			Ed closed his eyes for just a second. He recalled that unmistakable Jackie Kennedy smile, and then he turned and followed Larry.


			


			‘What the hell is this?’ Larry said as he emerged from the stairwell and surveyed the sixth floor.


			Ed looked over his shoulder. Boxes had been moved, dozens of them, and stacked a good four or five feet high in a makeshift wall between the end of the room and the window.


			‘Who the hell did this?’ Ed asked.


			‘That new kid works up here,’ Larry said. ‘The skinny one.’


			The two of them walked to the far corner and turned left around the long line of boxes. A couple more boxes had been pushed up against the wall, and there were signs of someone having attempted to conceal themselves.


			‘Looks like someone wanted their own picture show of the motorcade,’ Ed commented.


			‘Least he could’ve done was put everything back where it came from.’


			‘Hell, no big deal. We gotta move everything back toward the stairs anyway.’


			They started work, hefting the cartons of schoolbooks one after the other. It was tiresome and repetitive work. Each new semester required a different catalog of texts, and they had to be located, organized, accessible and packaged for delivery to the different educational districts.


			Fifteen minutes in, making good progress, and then Larry stopped.


			‘What the hell?’ he said. He leaned down and picked something up from the floor. ‘Ed … look at this.’


			Ed came over. There, in the palm of Larry’s hand, was a single bullet.


			Ed picked it up. ‘Jesus,’ he said, his voice a whisper.


			Larry looked back at the remaining boxes that sat between the stairwell and the window. ‘You thinkin’ what I’m thinkin’?’


			Ed held the bullet between his thumb and forefinger and inspected it more closely. ‘That’s a six-point-five-mil round,’ he said. ‘Definitely for a rifle.’


			‘Let me see again,’ Larry said, and reached for the bullet.


			Ed saw it fall from Larry’s fingers. The bullet bounced once, and then started rolling back toward the stairs.


			They went after it, not a single word between them, chasing it as it skittered across the floorboards. Ed instinctively kicked out with his foot, trying to stop it before it reached the top of the stairwell. He skidded awkwardly and lost his balance. The bullet kept rolling, and then seemed to hesitate for an instant in its progression.


			Larry lunged forward as it disappeared, grabbing at the space between the floorboards a split second too late.


			He heard it bounce against the secondary layer of boards beneath the floor, and then it was gone.


			He leaned back on his haunches. Ed was beside him.


			They looked at one another.


			‘I’ll get some tools,’ Ed said.


			


			For an hour they worked, carefully prying up the boards for a good six feet in each direction. They found mouse droppings, endless handfuls of thick dust, wood chippings, even spent cigarette butts, coins and a couple of keys. But the bullet could not be located. They looked through every inch of that space, and it was as if the thing had just vanished into thin air.


			Finally, reconciling themselves to defeat, they replaced the boards, finished moving the boxes, and then stood at the sixth-floor window overlooking Dealey Plaza.


			‘What are we going to do?’ Ed asked.


			‘Nothing,’ Larry replied. ‘That’s what we’re going to do.’


			‘Should we say something to the kid? What’s his name?’


			‘Harvey,’ Larry said. ‘I think it’s Harvey … Harvey something-or-other.’


			‘You think he had something to do with this?’


			‘With what, Ed?’


			Ed didn’t respond. His expression was distant and pensive.


			‘With nothing,’ he finally said, and then the two of them walked back toward the stairwell in silence.
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			July 3, 1964


			Judith Wagner lay naked on the bed. For the past few minutes she’d done nothing but stare at the ceiling, a single thought running through her mind.


			How long can I keep doing this to myself?


			Jack was in the bathroom. Judith could smell his cologne on the pillow. She could hear him opening pill bottles and taking one after the other – Librium, Ritalin, codeine. God only knew what.


			How many other girls are there? Does he treat them all the same? Do they all lie there afterwards and ask themselves such questions?


			In the moment, she was everything. Afterward, she was nothing. As if what they shared had never happened at all.


			His attention was like a spotlight, and there she was, center-stage, and that attention was heady and intoxicating and addictive. I mean, who wouldn’t be captivated, even overawed by such a thing?


			I would, she thought. And so many others too. Of that I am sure.


			Judith rolled over, sat on the edge of the mattress and reached for her cigarettes. She lit one, stretched toward the chair and tugged at Jack’s shirt. It slid to the floor, and just for a second she was tempted to leave it right where it was. How much would that annoy him?


			Instead she lifted it, put it on, slipped a couple of buttons, and then walked barefoot to the window.


			A pill bottle clattered into the bathroom sink. Jack cursed.


			He appeared in the doorway, looked to the chair, then across at Judith. He scowled and clicked his fingers at her. ‘Shirt!’ he snapped.


			Judith undid the buttons, took the shirt off, held it by the collar between her thumb and forefinger and walked toward him.


			He snatched the shirt from her, blind to her nakedness, and said, ‘And put that thing out … I told you not to smoke in here.’


			Judith slid by him and dropped the half-smoked cigarette into the toilet bowl. It hissed. She flushed, but still it floated there obstinately.


			Jack closed his eyes and sighed.


			Judith wanted to smack him hard. She wanted to leave a welt on his face that wouldn’t disappear for a week. She wanted to hit him so hard her fingerprints were indelibly etched into his skin.


			Bastard.


			But she didn’t hit him. She didn’t say anything. She walked back and sat once more on the edge of the bed, now pulling the sheet up around her, hiding herself, and she felt quiet and lonely and awkwardly ashamed.


			I’m an attention junkie, she thought. I need him so much more than he needs me, and yet I know I can never have him. No one can have him. No one owns Jack but himself. And he plays with that. He plays with my mind and my emotions and I love him and I hate him and sometimes I just wish he would die.


			There was a gentle knock at the door.


			It was time.


			Judith got up and put on a robe. She opened the door and Walter was there. Walter was a good man. He gave a damn.


			‘Hey, Walter,’ she said.


			‘Hey, Judy.’


			‘He’s coming now.’


			‘Okay.’


			‘You want to come in?’


			‘Sure.’


			She opened the door a little further and Walter glanced back down the corridor each way before stepping inside.


			Walter could stand anywhere and be invisible. He never looked nervous or uncomfortable. He was some sort of Buddhist, she thought. He was tough, no doubt about it, and would not hesitate for a moment to take a life, but still – somehow – his eyes possessed a depth of kindness that seemed rare in any world Judith knew.


			Jack walked out of the bathroom. He had on his tie and his jacket. His hair was immaculate.


			‘Walter,’ he said.


			‘Sir,’ Walter replied.


			‘They outside?’


			‘Yes, sir.’


			‘Let’s get going. Can’t be late for the TV people.’


			Jack didn’t even look at Judith, didn’t pause to smile, to kiss her, to even touch her hand as he strode past and left the room.


			Walter did pause. He reached out to straighten the collar of her robe, and then he brushed a stray lock of hair over her ear.


			Judith closed her eyes. She wanted to cry.


			‘Take care,’ Walter said.


			‘You too, Walter,’ she replied.


			He closed the door silently behind him.


			Judith could hear their footsteps disappearing down the hallway. She walked back to the bed and lay down. She closed her eyes.


			If she told anyone, they wouldn’t believe her.


			The greatest defense against exposure was disbelief.


			


			After he’d gone, she felt worthless. Same as always.


			But she knew she was no more worthless than any of the others.


			Even Marilyn Monroe fucked him, and she was as far from worthless as you could get.


			Judith had made this bed. She knew that. And now she was consigned to lie in it as long as he allowed.


			One day he would let her go, and there would be no coming back.


			After all, he was Jack Kennedy, President of the United States of America, and once he let you go, it would be as if you’d never existed at all.
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			July 4, 1964


			Perhaps we all share the same fear: to walk the earth unseen, un-known, unrecognized, unremembered.


			The thought – errant and unexpected – arrived amidst a number of other unrelated thoughts. Mitch Newman sat and stared at the bourbon in his glass and considered it. Was it something he’d heard, or did he really believe that?


			Loneliness is very rarely a matter of being alone. A lonely human being is just as lonely in a crowded room.


			He raised the glass and emptied it. He nodded at Tom, the barkeep, and Tom headed down with the bottle.


			‘It’s Independence Day, Mitch. You don’t have a place to go eat dinner? You got no party to go to?’


			Mitch smiled sardonically. ‘I’m not a party kind of guy, Tom.’


			‘Everyone’s a party type of guy. They just need the right kind of party.’


			‘I’ll keep on looking then.’


			‘I’m going to put the television on in a little while.’


			‘Kennedy?’ Mitch asked.


			‘The civil rights thing, sure,’ Tom replied. ‘You wanna see it?’


			‘Why the hell not, eh? We voted for him, we might as well listen to what he has to say.’


			‘It’s a big deal, wouldn’t you say? I mean, Dr King, the Freedom Riders, all that stuff. Election time again in November, and this is surely gonna count for something.’


			Mitch took a drink. ‘I’m a journalist,’ he said. ‘I’ve been listening to these people my whole working life. What they say, what they mean and what they do are three very different things.’


			‘You are way too cynical.’


			‘And you are way too trusting, my friend. If they really do start repealing segregation laws and giving colored people the same job opportunities as whites, then there’s gonna be someone somewhere making a great deal of money as a result, believe me.’


			‘Hell, man, how did you get so bitter?’


			Mitch shook his head. ‘It was a lot easier than I thought, Tom … a lot easier than I thought.’


			


			Kennedy looked good. Even Mitch Newman had to agree. Midway through the speech – aired right out of the Oval Office – there was an edit jump, so the thing wasn’t live, but what better day to make such an announcement than Independence Day? The Democratic National Committee was little more than six weeks away, and who was going to run against Kennedy? Nixon again? Goldwater from Arizona? Getting the president’s face on television between Fanfare and Gilligan’s Island with something as potentially significant as the Civil Rights Bill was a clever move on the part of Kennedy’s special assistant, Ken O’Donnell, and the press secretary, Pierre Salinger. Mitch had met Salinger. Smart as a whip. The Kennedy brothers ran their own little Irish mafia, and Salinger was a good consigliere.


			Mitch lit a cigarette, reached down the bar for an ashtray.


			‘In July of 1960, when I accepted the Democratic presidential nomination, I spoke of America and all Americans facing a new frontier. I spoke not of promises, but of challenges … challenges that would face us as individuals and as a nation in the years ahead.’


			Kennedy paused for effect. The previous year had been a tough one for the administration. The Republicans had been chasing a vote-rigging allegation. Rumor had it that some kind of House Ethics Committee under the chief justice, Earl Warren, might be convoked to investigate. With sixty-nine million citizens having their say, Kennedy had crept under the wire in 1960 by a margin of little more than 120,000 votes. It was the closest election for nearly a century, and already questions had been raised regarding the way the votes had been counted in Alabama. Nixon had carried four more states, but Kennedy took the Electoral College vote and thus the White House. Robert Kennedy, using all his influence as both attorney general and the president’s brother, had been concocting every delaying tactic possible. No one in the administration wanted an independent investigation ahead of the new election. Still, November edged ever closer, and the more Robert tried, the more it fuelled the Republicans to dig the dirt.


			Mitch took a refill, asked for a couple more ice cubes.


			‘My fellow Americans … tonight I want to tell you that one of the most fundamental liberties a man possesses – the liberty of equality with his fellow man – has been carved indelibly into the very bedrock of our great nation. Just two days ago, on July second, 1964, the Civil Rights Bill – a bill for which I have relentlessly and tirelessly fought since I took office – was signed into law. Let this day – American Independence Day, July fourth, 1964 – be forever remembered not only as the day we acknowledged our anniversary as a self-governing and independent nation, but also the day we became free from the last vestiges of injustice in America. Let us close the springs of racial poison that have infected our land. Let us demonstrate to the world not only our progressiveness, but also our devotion to decency, to honor, to truth, to the very foundations upon which this great nation was built: life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness …’


			‘Enough,’ Mitch said. ‘Shut it off would you, Tom?’


			‘Cynical,’ Tom replied. ‘Cynical, unpatriotic and friendless on Independence Day. It really couldn’t get any worse, could it?’


			‘Oh, let’s not tempt fate, shall we?’ Mitch said. He swallowed the last double in one go, slid off the stool and steadied himself. He’d lost count of how many he’d had. Enough, that was for sure. ‘I’m outta here,’ he said.


			‘You take it easy, my friend,’ Tom said.


			‘I doubt it,’ Mitch replied, ‘but I’ll give it a go.’


			


			Perhaps some people go crazy because crazy is the only place left to go.


			That was the thought in Mitch Newman’s mind as he sat at the table in the small kitchen of his Washington DC apartment.


			Considering his life, the events in Korea that had broken him, he’d often wondered how everything might have changed had he made one different decision. Wasn’t it the case with all lives, at least the lives that had failed? With some, there was a shattering cataclysm, tectonic plates colliding suddenly, the entire world buckling under the pressure. For others it was an accumulation of small shifts that culminated in collapse. Where had it really begun, and – more importantly – where would it end?


			West Haven, Virginia: the small-town boy gone bad. That was the crux of it. The aspirations, the dreams, the diligence with which he had applied himself to his passions – writing, journalism, photography – had all been so energetic and focused, and yet here he was, thirty-five years old, eking out a living reporting the second-hand microcosmic reflections of a far bigger world. DC, capital of the continental US, capital of the world’s greatest superpower, and Mitchell James Newman, unacknowledged journalistic genius, failed hack, mediocre photographer, was taking call-outs from the PD to shoot corpses in Georgetown when the official crime-scene snapper was sick.


			There were days when he woke believing this day would be his last. And then it came to a close, the light faded, and he knew he’d made it through. Sometimes he felt a sense of relief, other times a strange disappointment.


			What would he give to turn it all back and replay it differently?


			Everything, that was what he’d give.


			Everything.


			


			The phone rang.


			It rankled him, aggravated the edge of patience already frayed. Someone calling to invite him out. Come on, it’s July fourth, you miserable son-of-a-bitch!


			Mitch sat for a further thirty seconds. They would quit, surely.


			The phone kept ringing.


			Finally, resentfully, he got out of the chair.


			‘Mitchell? Mitchell, is that you?’


			Mitch Newman stood for a second, and then he stepped back and leaned against the wall.


			That voice. It came at him like a slow-motion bullet from the past, and it cut a swathe through more than a decade of darkened history; a history that had left him hollowed out and broken up.


			‘Alice?’ he said, scarcely believing that he could be right.


			But he knew that he was, and before she said another word, he was overcome with the most certain sense of dread.


			‘Oh, Mitchell,’ she said, and her voice came apart at the edges, and there were a million tears contained in every syllable.


			Mitch knew. He knew without a doubt.


			‘She’s dead, Mitchell. Jean is dead. And they’re telling me she killed herself, that she took sleeping tablets and killed herself. It’s a lie, Mitchell … it’s a horrible, horrible lie …’


			‘Dead?’ Mitch asked, as if saying the word would somehow dispel it, make it disappear, wake him from this awful dream.


			‘She’s dead, Mitchell … my baby girl is dead.’
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			Jack Kennedy stood in the doorway of his wife’s bedroom. She was fixing her hair, and though he knew she could see him, she made a point of ignoring him.


			‘Did you hear the speech?’


			‘I did,’ she replied.


			‘What did you think?’


			Jackie hesitated. She closed her eyes for just a second, and then she turned and faced her husband. ‘I think it was wonderful, Jack. I think it was perfect and beautiful and eloquent and that you are the greatest man that ever walked the face of the earth, and please don’t come any closer because I can smell cigarettes and perfume on you and it just disgusts me.’


			‘Jackie …’


			‘No, Jack. Don’t Jackie me. This time I don’t even want to know who it was or where it was, or how many times you’ve seen her before. Was she a showgirl or a pretty journalist or some party contributor’s daughter, or was she just some intern from the press office? You know what? I don’t care, Jack. I really don’t care.’


			Jack took a step into the room. She could sense his anger. It was almost hateful in its intensity.


			‘I’m going to a charity fundraiser with Lady Bird. You can get drunk with Ken and Pierre and whoever else and congratulate yourself on your forthcoming landslide.’ She glanced at her husband, made no attempt to conceal the disdain in her expression. ‘Of course, you can’t conceive of the possibility of losing, can you? To you, such a thing seems impossible, but then that just highlights your arrogance. You can’t go on fooling the world forever, my dear.’


			‘There’s word that they’ll convene an investigation on the election result,’ Jack said, not rising to the bait, sidelining the routine hostility that now seemed never to dissipate. He had long since reconciled himself to the fact that his wife would never fully appreciate the pressures he had to bear, nor the ways in which he had to alleviate those pressures. She had never fully recognized his needs, and he knew she never would.


			‘Bobby will take care of it,’ Jackie said. ‘Leave it to the Irish mafia, like everything else.’


			Jack sighed and shook his head. ‘This is breaking my heart,’ he said.


			‘Well, sweetheart, when it’s all good and broken, let me know, and you can join my club.’ Jackie turned back to the mirror.


			From where he stood, she looked amazing – fierce and beautiful and proud and defiant. She was a force of nature, this woman, a hurricane, a tornado, and yet again he’d stood in the way and been crushed.


			He loved her. He knew that. He believed she knew it too. Yet he could not withhold himself from the addiction of other women; the allure, the seduction, those first moments so precious and perfect.


			If only the world knew, he thought.


			Jack Kennedy turned and left his wife’s bedroom, his heart like a stone, his thoughts like cold rain.
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			Had his life’s memories been wiped clean, Mitch Newman believed that the last to be erased would be that of Jean Boyd. From the first to the last word, that girl, that woman, had occupied his mind, his conscience, his heart; she had fuelled the highest highs and the deepest depressions.


			He could, even now, recall the first moment he really saw her, which quickly became the first moment they spoke.


			Saturday, April 19, 1947. Her uncle had thrown a birthday party for Jean and her friends.


			Of course, Mitch knew Jean by name and sight. West Haven, Virginia was no sprawling metropolis, but until that day she was just some cute girl with bangs and barrettes and a bicycle.


			The girls that interested him were those heading to the University of Virginia, where he himself was destined to arrive in just a few months. Prior to that day, Jean was just a small star in the vast cosmos of potential future romantic conquests. But that day, and then throughout that long, brutally hot and oppressive summer, she became the center of his universe.


			He had been sent over to the Boyd house by his mother with a pitcher of ice cream. If there was one thing that Ruth Newman could do better than pretty much anyone else he knew, it was make ice cream, and she was often called upon to provide. He found the front yard crowded with Jean’s friends, and there she was, up on the porch, looking directly at him as he came along the walk.


			‘I know who you are,’ she said.


			‘And I know who you are,’ he replied. He held out the pitcher. ‘Ice cream,’ he said.


			‘What flavor is it?’


			‘I have no idea. My ma made it, asked me to run it over here. I think you should put it in the icebox before it melts.’


			Jean turned and hollered for her mother.


			The pitcher delivered, Mitch shared a few courteous words, and then turned to leave.


			‘You can stay if you want,’ Jean said.


			‘I wasn’t invited.’


			‘Do you have a gift for me?’


			Mitch shook his head.


			‘It’s not right,’ she replied. ‘You know, if you don’t bring a girl a gift on her birthday, then you probably shouldn’t even be speaking to her.’


			‘I guess not.’


			‘Okay, Mr Ice Cream Delivery Man. You’ve done your job. Now you have to get off the front yard before I call the cops.’


			Mitch started laughing. ‘You’re just a little bit crazy,’ he said.


			‘Why, thank you,’ Jean said, and curtsied.


			


			From that moment, and with no clear explanation or rationale to back it up, Mitch Newman knew that life and all it had to offer would never be more than an arm’s-length away. Jean Boyd made him feel that there was a lit firework somewhere, and at any moment it could easily explode.


			With her beside him, he could swing the world by its tail with one hand, catching everything that tumbled off with the other.


			Of course, she didn’t feel the same way. Not at first. Getting her attention was tough enough, for it seemed to span every possible angle at once. Securing her undivided attention was something else altogether, and that took strategy and perseverance.


			The day after the party, Mitch took a single flower and a cupcake to Jean’s house. He knocked on the screen, and Jean’s mother, Alice, came through from the back.


			‘Mitchell Newman,’ she said. ‘How’s your mother?’


			‘She’s just fine,’ Mitch said.


			‘Well, give her my thanks again, would you? Tell her that the ice cream was just wonderful.’


			‘Sure thing.’


			‘I’m guessing those aren’t for me,’ Alice said.


			‘No, ma’am.’


			‘You know you’re a day late.’


			‘Yes, I do.’


			Alice turned, called Jean’s name. ‘There’s someone here to see you.’


			‘Who is it?’


			‘Come take a look.’ Alice vanished.


			Footsteps along the upper landing became footsteps on the stairs. Jean appeared, dungarees, a red T-shirt, her hair tied up.


			She looked at Mitch Newman, and did a double-take.


			‘Really?’ she said.


			‘Really.’


			‘It’s kinda sweet, but weird too.’


			Mitch didn’t reply. He stood there with the flower and the cupcake and he didn’t care how it appeared.


			‘I’m not inviting you in,’ Jean said. ‘I don’t even really know you.’


			‘I don’t really know you either,’ Mitch replied. ‘Isn’t that the way every friendship starts?’


			Jean smiled. ‘Is that a line from a movie, or did you just make it up?’


			‘I made it up.’


			‘You want to start a friendship?’


			‘Yes.’


			‘Why?’


			‘Because if I don’t, then tomorrow will be the same as today, except that I’ll be kicking myself for not coming over here and finding out if you really are who I think you are.’


			Jean laughed. It was a wonderful sound, charming and infectious. ‘Do you talk like this all the time?’ she asked.


			‘Not usually, no,’ Mitch said. ‘I’m making a special effort for you.’


			Jean stepped forward. She took the flower and the cupcake.


			‘Happy birthday, Jean,’ Mitch said.


			‘Thank you, Mitch,’ she replied.


			They stood there for a moment longer, the silence between them as tangible as a third person, and then she said, ‘Tomorrow, seven o’clock. Come and get me. You can take me to the movies.’


			


			Mitch borrowed a car. He took Jean all the way to Culpeper. He paid for hot dogs and popcorn. He made her laugh so much she spilled soda on her skirt. When they got back, he opened the car door for her and walked her to the stoop. She told him she’d had a great time, and then she kissed him on the cheek. ‘Let’s do it again sometime,’ she added, almost as an afterthought, and then she went inside.


			


			For three years they were emotionally inseparable. Mitch went on up to Charlottesville and started his journalism studies in September. They spoke on the telephone every day, and he returned to West Haven every weekend to see her. By the time Jean graduated, there was no way in the world she’d consider anywhere but the University of Virginia. She was accepted, and enrolled on the same course. A scholarship covered her tuition fees, and with some part-time work for both the Charlottesville Daily Progress and the Richmond Times-Dispatch – which doubled as an internship – she earned sufficient to rent a room in a house near the campus.


			She cut her teeth on articles like ‘Keswick Man Admits Stealing Two Cars’ and ‘Rheumatism Keeps Pope From His Daily Walk’ on the same page as the transmission listings for WCHV. Most nights she stayed over with Mitch, all the while conscious of the fact that had their relationship been discovered, they might have been expelled from the university. They were discreet, they worked hard, they enjoyed what they were doing. It seemed that the life they were creating together could not have been better had they planned it. So much so that on New Year’s Eve 1949, Mitchell Newman proposed to Jean Boyd and she accepted. They would finish their respective studies, they would make career decisions, find jobs, but as far as finding the person with whom each of them wished to spend the rest of their lives, that part was done.


			


			The ground they shared, so very stable for so long, started to shift in the summer of 1950. As if there was some distant earthquake on the horizon, the tremors came in waves as Mitch tried to explain why he had to quit college and leave her behind.


			‘Korea,’ he said. ‘We are going to war in Korea.’


			‘I understand that we’re going to war in Korea, Mitch. What I don’t understand is why you have to go too.’


			‘Because this is who I am and this is what I want to do. It’s opportunities like this that make careers.’


			‘All of a sudden you’re Robert Capa?’


			‘Hell, Jean, Robert Capa was an illegal alien who got the British attaché in DC drunk enough to give him an exit visa and sailed to England with no passport. He went ashore with the first beach landings in 1944 and took the most iconic photos—’


			‘And you’re a twenty-year-old journalism student from West Haven, Virginia, and there’s no way in the world that you’re going to get leave to go.’


			‘If I have press credentials, I can go.’


			‘And where the hell are you going to get those?’


			‘I was going to ask Lester Byron at the Dispatch,’ Mitch said.


			‘You were going to ask my editor to give you press credentials? I’ll tell Lester that if he does anything to help you, then I’ll quit his damned newspaper.’


			‘Jean—’


			‘What, Mitch? Would you just listen to yourself? You are two years and nine months into a degree, and you plan to drop out, fly halfway round the world, and get shot at in the jungle. I can’t even take this seriously.’


			So went the conversations, and those conversations soon became bitter and awkward, even accusatory. Jean never changed her opinion. What he was thinking was not only irresponsible and selfish, it was downright suicidal.


			In mid June of 1950, Mitch Newman secured a valid press credential from the Richmond Times-Dispatch chief editor. ‘If a twenty-year-old can go out and fight, then why can’t a twenty-year-old go out and report on the fighting?’ was Byron’s viewpoint. Always matter-of-fact, always pragmatic, he was enough of a newspaperman to be undaunted by Jean’s threat to quit. A reporter’s personal life, unless it provoked something newsworthy, was none of his business.


			The hardest sell was Mitch’s mother, Ruth. Mitch’s father had been killed in action in the Kasserine Pass in February of 1943. It was a clean headshot from an Afrika Korps sniper; he was dead before he hit the ground. His body was never recovered, believed to have been crushed into the ground beneath tank tracks in a last desperate assault by the Italian Centauro and Fifth Panzer divisions. Mitch had been fourteen years old.


			After challenging every reason Mitch could give for his decision, his mother wanted to know what Jean thought. ‘Surely she’s not willing for you to go?’


			‘No, she’s not,’ Mitch said.


			‘And you can’t understand why she feels that way?’


			‘Of course I can, Ma, but that doesn’t change the way I feel. You start living life by everyone else’s rules, meeting their expectations, doing what they want, and you might as well not live at all.’


			‘So like your father,’ she said. ‘Stubborn. Just so damned stubborn.’


			‘I am going as a press correspondent. I am not going to fight. I am not going to die. I am going to take photographs and send stories home for the newspaper.’


			‘You don’t think press people get shot at too? Civilians get killed. Innocent bystanders get killed. You think a camera makes you bulletproof?’


			Mitch didn’t respond. All communication was now confrontational. Jean and his mother had one viewpoint, he had another. Those viewpoints would never be the same, and the more they tried to talk about it, the more intractable they each became.


			On the last day of June, less than forty-eight hours before Mitch was due on a military flight out of Arlington Municipal, he and Jean sat up for hours. She was crying, and there seemed to be nothing he could do to allay her fears.


			‘I really thought we had a future together,’ she said.


			‘We do have a future together.’


			‘But this was never part of any agreement, Mitch. I just do not understand why you can’t see my viewpoint. You’re voluntarily going to war. You’re going to jump out of a helicopter and run toward something that everyone else is running away from, and the only thing you have for protection is a camera.’


			‘I think they might give me a helmet,’ he said, trying to lighten the mood.


			She glared at him.


			‘Sorry,’ he said.


			‘You really are going to go, aren’t you? You’re just going to up and leave me here on my own, and you’re going to be thousands of miles away and I’m not going to know from one moment to the next whether you’re alive or dead.’


			Mitch had no response.


			‘You are a thoughtless son-of-a-bitch,’ she said, and she started crying again.


			He reached out his hand toward her, an effort to pull her close. She slapped it away. ‘Don’t touch me, Mitch Newman. I hate you.’


			‘No you don’t.’


			She stopped crying for a moment and looked at him with that too-familiar fierce anger in her eyes. ‘Read my lips. I hate you. H-A-T-E.’


			He tried to explain. She did not want to hear any more of his reasons. She pleaded with him, she begged him not to go, but Mitch was unmoved. It was not stubbornness as his mother had said, but rather a sense of obligation and duty, not only to those who had sufficiently believed in him to not throw him out of the newspaper offices, but to himself. He owed himself something. What, he did not know. All he understood – and this he felt to the very core of his being – was that if he backed down now, he would never again be able to look at himself in the mirror without seeing weakness.


			At 5.30 in the morning, July 1, 1950, Mitch Newman packed the last few items of clothing, two cameras, six dozen rolls of film, ten notebooks, a pint of bourbon and a dented aluminum Thermos flask that had belonged to his father.


			Jean refused to say goodbye. She held him tight for a long time, and then she let him go without a further word.


			Mitch took the train to Arlington. He would fly out to Seoul, and there join the 24th Infantry Division, to which he had been seconded with military correspondent status. He would be with the 24th when Task Force Smith became the first US military unit to engage with the North Koreans at Osan. What happened there, and during the rest of his time in Korea, would have far greater repercussions and implications than he or Jean or his mother could ever have imagined.


			Jean went on to complete her degree, staying as a staff reporter at the Progress until May of ’57. She took a permanent job at the Times-Dispatch, but moved to the Washington Tribune after only fourteen months. She had enjoyed her work, had learned a great deal from Lester Byron, but perhaps could never forgive him for facilitating Mitch’s departure to Korea.


			As a journalist, Jean Boyd was dedicated. When it came to investigative work, she was a firebrand. It seemed that in all she undertook there was a degree of commitment and perseverance. She was also opinionated, headstrong and forthright in her attitude. Write though Mitch did, and many times, she never replied to his letters.


			The last time Mitch had seen her had been in the spring of 1951. Korea had chewed him up and spat him out after just four months. What had happened there had almost killed him. He came back with wounds that would perhaps never heal. He stayed with his mother, rarely leaving the house, and was racked with nightmares that did not fade for months. Of course, his first thought had been to contact Jean. He wrote to her care of the paper. He found her personal address and also wrote her there. He wrote every week or so for nearly three months. His mother told him that Jean had moved on, that she was now with someone else. No, she did not know who it was.


			‘You made your decision, Mitchell. You left her behind. She chose not to wait for you. You have to accept that and get on with your own life.’


			Mitch just wanted to tell her he was back, that he was broken and sorry and was it too much to ask for forgiveness?


			He drove to the university campus, parked up near her rooming house. Before he even saw her, he knew she was there. He did not question it. It was something of which he was just certain. Why she’d not gone home for Christmas he did not know. He sat in the car and waited, his mind quiet, his heart speeding up and slowing down. His thoughts were too confused to clearly define what he imagined would happen if she appeared. He wasn’t even sure that he would be able to speak to her. He just wanted to see what happened within himself when he saw her. He hoped that he would feel nothing, but he knew that was impossible. One glimpse and it would all come flooding back, every word, every feeling, every regret, every broken promise.


			Jean stepped out onto the porch. Mitch heard his own intake of breath. It was far worse than he could have imagined. In that second was every other time he’d waited for her, from those first thrilling moments when he knew that he was falling in love to the comforting familiarity they’d shared before everything started to fall apart.


			She came down the steps and turned away. Mitch just watched her. He did not leave the car. He did not call her name. He did not follow her. More than an hour later, she came back with a young man. They were holding hands. They were laughing together. She looked beautiful and carefree and happy.


			If his heart had only been partially broken before, it was now beyond repair.


			It was not just the unwanted emotions that he fought; it was the anger and resentment at having to feel them at all. He had been the architect of this grand cathedral of ambition, and yet there had been no foundation upon which it could stand.


			He had taken the wrong road, resolute in the belief that it would take him to the right place.


			Without Jean, it felt as if life would be half of what it could be. Perhaps, in truth, it would be no life at all.


			That had been more than thirteen years earlier, and now she was dead.


			Suicide.


			It did not work. It did not rationalize. It made no sense. But then what did he know? He had known Jean as a teenager, just nineteen years old when he’d last seen her. Tomorrow it would be exactly fourteen years to the day since the first US engagement in Korea, the first time he’d known what it was to be truly awestruck and terrified, the first time he’d realized that a life like that of Capa or Karl Midans or Hank Walker was a naïve romanticized dream. While Hank Walker was shooting the picture that would win him the US Camera Prize, Mitch Newman was puking into a steel helmet and crying like a baby.


			Almost as many years had passed since that day as he had lived before. Things changed. People changed. There was no moment that would ever be repeated. Not in all the broad span of time. The light, the emotion, the sound – all unique, not only in and of themselves, but for each and every human being. Everyone perceived through different senses, making judgments founded on singular and original experience. Jean had lived a life without him, and he would never know how that life had driven her to this end.


			He had promised Jean’s mother that he would find out all he could. He owed her that much at least. And he wanted to know. He wanted – needed – to understand.


			Perhaps, in truth, he wanted to assuage the guilt he felt. He had to know whether his abandonment and departure had played some part in the drama now unfolded. Selfish, perhaps, but it ate at him like a cancer and would not be subdued.


			Tomorrow was Sunday, but he would go anyway. He would find out where Jean had lived. He would learn the names of those who worked with her, those who knew her. He would search out all he could of Jean Boyd. He still loved her, had always loved her, and until he understood what had happened, he would never be able to let her go.
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			July 5, 1964


			If he was brutally honest with himself – something that he tried to be as infrequently as possible – Mitch Newman felt that employing press credentials was a lie. A small lie, but a lie all the same.


			After Korea, he had taken work in Charlottesville, Fredericksburg, a brief stint with Lester Byron in Richmond, even an abortive and frustrating eight months in Pittsburgh as deputy city editor for the Post-Gazette. From there it had been freelance all the way, primarily photographs – crime scenes, public events, political rallies, society weddings, notable days and civic celebrations. He’d lugged his cameras and hawked his pictures throughout North Carolina, West Virginia, Pennsylvania, Maryland, even as far west as Illinois and Missouri. High points had included a project with National Geographic, but further work never transpired. There had been some reportage jobs, but nothing to elevate his career beyond the mundane. Cheap motels, endless driving, too much time alone, too much liquor, too many bad meals. Somehow more than ten years had dissolved quietly behind him. He was thirty-five years old, alone, exhausted, and the only girl he’d ever really loved had killed herself.


			How long before you understand that a losing streak can keep right on going until everything is lost?


			The phone book gave him Jean’s D.C. address. It was fifteen minutes’ drive from his own place. He had no idea how long she’d lived there. After the twelfth letter with no reply, he’d stopped writing, stopped looking, stopped waiting. That had been more than a decade earlier. He did not know if she’d married, had children, only that she worked for the Tribune. He caught her bylines every once in a while, but he could not bring himself to read her work.


			For a short while Mitch sat in his car and chained cigarettes. He didn’t want to go up there, but he knew he had to. How he would get into her apartment, he didn’t know. Bribe someone. Force the lock. Maybe someone would be inside – a husband, a lover, a friend. On the one hand, he didn’t want to see anything of her personal life, simply because he didn’t want to be reminded of what he’d given up, but on the other, he had to find out as much as he could. The questions pulled at him, and he could not drop it.


			A uniform was stationed in the apartment hallway. It was the uppermost floor of a two-storey brownstone, generous in size, an elegant building. With its own access and fire escape to the right-hand side, it would not have been inexpensive. Jean had established herself here in DC, and had seemingly flourished.


			Mitch showed the cop his press card. ‘Possible to get inside?’ he asked.


			‘Why would you want to get inside?’ the cop asked.


			Mitch smiled, tried to appear unhurried and nonchalant. ‘Er … no particular reason. I knew her. Worked with her. We dated as students. Her mother called me and told me she’d committed suicide.’


			‘That’s right.’


			‘Officer …?’


			‘Garrett.’


			‘Well, it was a shock, as you can imagine. A real shock. I wanted to come over and see if I could find out what happened.’


			‘I can’t help you.’


			‘And why are you here?’ Mitch asked. ‘Seems unusual to have a police presence at a suicide, unless there’s some possibility it wasn’t.’


			Garrett seemed to relax a little. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Can’t tell you what happened, or why. She was a reporter. I know that much. From what I understand, there’s research material inside, stuff that belongs to whatever paper she worked for.’


			‘The Tribune,’ Mitch interjected, hoping to give the impression that he knew a great deal more about Jean Boyd than was the case.


			‘The Tribune, right. Anyway, they’re gonna send some people over to clear out anything that’s newspaper property. That’s all I know.’


			‘Makes sense,’ Mitch said, and it did. Senior reporters were often in possession of notes, briefs, sensitive and confidential documentation. Scoops were scoops because someone kept it under wraps.


			He was frustrated not to have gained access. Mixed emotions. It had not yet hit him. He knew that much. He kept expecting to break down and lose it, but somehow he kept it together. Delayed reaction, perhaps.


			‘Do you know how she killed herself?’


			‘Pills,’ Garrett replied. ‘A lot of pills. Beyond that I really don’t want to say anything.’


			Mitch was silent, inside and out. Overdose. Pills. A lot of pills. Like Marilyn.


			‘Sorry for your loss,’ Garrett said.


			‘That’s appreciated.’


			Mitch left the building and went back to his car. He drove half a block before he pulled over. He sat there for a while asking himself if what he was thinking was anything but crazy.


			It was crazy, but he couldn’t let it go. He had to get into that apartment. He had to see for himself.


			From an odd assortment of tools he routinely carried in the trunk of the car, he took a screwdriver and a short tire lever. He had done this before, had believed he would never do it again, but as a reporter, the basic means of accessing locked rooms and entering buildings from fire escapes seemed stock-in-trade. Ironically, it was Lester Byron who had shown him how to open a locked filing cabinet with a bobby pin so many years before.


			The rear of the building was unguarded and also far enough down the block for Mitch to be invisible from the street. He looked up, shielded his hand against the light, and could see precisely where the gantry gave onto the back of Jean’s apartment. He hauled down the lower ladder, looked back toward the street once more, and then started up.


			Had he possessed any second thoughts, they were dispelled quickly. The fire escape led into the apartment kitchen, and by working the screwdriver between the striker plate and the edge of the door itself, he secured sufficient leverage to wedge the tip of the tire lever into the gap. It maintained that gap as he used the tip of the screwdriver against the latch itself. He was out of practice. The trick was to keep a continual pressure against the latch and then flip it. The screwdriver skidded off the smooth metal surface a good six or seven times before he felt that point of no return. He leaned against the handle with a good deal more force and the latch snapped back. In the silence, ricocheting in the narrow confines of the high adjacent walls, it sounded like a gunshot.


			Mitch stayed right where he was, the door unlocked, his breathing calm. After a good minute, hearing nothing from either down below or within the apartment, he drew the door open. He hesitated for one moment more before entering. It felt as if he was invading not only her apartment, but her life, somehow part of their mutual past, perhaps even bringing to the fore every emotion he’d tried to bury. Regardless, he had to know what had happened, and that meant confronting precisely how and where she had died.


			After a moment, Mitch Newman was right there in Jean’s kitchen, and it was as if she was still home. Unwashed crockery in the sink. A mug of cold coffee by the edge of the stove. The air was stale, and some sort of ammoniac taint invaded his nostrils.


			Glancing down toward the trash can in the corner, he saw a litter box. It had been used many times. There were also two empty dishes. What had happened to the cat? Had someone taken it?


			He looked around the kitchen, opened cupboards, even the stove and the refrigerator. There was nothing but the usual appliances and utensils.


			In the small bathroom he found soap with strands of hair in it. There were bottles of pills in the cabinet above the sink. Aspirin, other painkillers, routine medicinal preparations, but there was also a bottle of imipramine with a few tablets left inside. Mitch was familiar with it, had once taken it after Korea in an effort to lift the very deep moods into which he fell. It was a powerful antihistamine and tranquilizer, but the doctor he’d seen had recommended it as an antidepressant. For Mitch, once had been enough. It made him feel like he was drowning in his own grief. To have been prescribed such a medication suggested that Jean had seen someone about how she felt. Had the drug contributed to even deeper depression, perhaps? There was no sign of sleeping tablets, however, though had she self-administered an overdose then the bottle would most likely have been with her, and would have been removed by the police.


			Mitch went down the hallway to the living room. There were books, records, a packet of cigarettes and a box of matches, another half-empty coffee cup, a plate, and a pair of shoes on the carpet ahead of the TV. There were piles of newspapers, notebooks filled with her telltale scrawl, other documents and clippings. She had never been orderly, but there was at least some sense of orientation to the proceedings. A lot of her notes were to do with routine Washington business, the usual concerns of White House briefings, the what we say can mean so many things rhetoric of political life in the capital.


			He looked through what was there, but nothing seemed striking or relevant to a suicide rationale. What had he expected? An overlooked note that explained why she’d had no choice but to take her own life?


			He stopped.


			A sound in the hallway.


			Had the cop heard him, and was even now coming to check if there was someone inside the apartment?


			His heart raced. He backed up to the wall beside the door and listened. He heard one more sound, a heavy footfall perhaps, but there was only one.


			After a few minutes, he looked around the edge of the door and down the hallway toward the front door. There was silence but for his own breathing and the still-hurried pace of his heart.


			He moved again, walking on eggshells. He came to the door that could only have been Jean’s bedroom. Was this where she’d been found?


			He closed his fingers around the handle. He exerted pressure and felt the latch release. Why he paused he did not know, but it seemed that here he was crossing a secondary and more significant barrier. This was where she had slept, where she had perhaps entertained other lovers, a boyfriend, where she’d shared those moments that they’d once shared together.


			Mitch closed his eyes and took a deep breath.


			He opened the door.


			The cat flashed out between his legs. He lost his balance and stumbled back, caught off-guard, shocked and surprised. Grabbing the edge of the doorframe, he managed to stop himself from falling flat on his back.


			Steadying himself, he went back toward the kitchen. A small tortoiseshell cat was up on the work surface. Eyeing him warily for a moment, it then came forward, perhaps overcoming whatever reservation it possessed out of sheer hunger.


			‘You must be starving,’ Mitch said. He looked through cupboards, beneath the sink, but found no evidence of cat food. In the fridge he found a packet of ham. He opened it, tore strips off and fed them to the animal. It snatched them one after the other, devouring the entire packet and still wanting more.


			‘Christ … what the hell am I going to do with you?’ he said as the cat came toward him across the counter. He held out his hand; the cat nuzzled him, starving not only for food, it seemed, but also for attention. The cat must have found a way back into the apartment, or – more likely – it had hidden somewhere until everyone had left.


			‘You want Jean, don’t you?’ Mitch said.


			The cat paused and looked up at him.


			‘I knew her too,’ he said. ‘We both lost her, buddy.’


			He left the kitchen, headed back to the bedroom. The cat followed, ran ahead of him, went right on in and jumped up onto the bed.


			Mitch stood in the doorway.


			The bed was unmade. He could see the impression of where Jean’s head had rested on the pillow.


			He closed his eyes. A wave of nausea overcame him, and he put his hand against the wall to steady himself.


			The cat lay down and started cleaning itself.


			Mitch could not stop himself. He took a few steps forward and sat down on the edge of the mattress. He reached out his hand and touched the pillow. The cat stopped what it was doing and watched him, didn’t move a muscle, as if appreciating that this was a moment that should not be interrupted.


			‘Oh Jean,’ he whispered. ‘What the hell happened to you?’


			The tears came, that all-too-familiar breathlessness, and Mitch sat there on Jean’s bed with Jean’s cat, and every question he’d asked himself about the past came back like a broken promise.


			The memory of their relationship was like the dying sun. Jean had always been there, her silhouette angled against the fading light, a shadow that would stretch to the end of his life.


			Had he actually believed that he’d possessed any real chance of winning her back? He did not dare ask the question, for to ask it would be to face an answer he did not want to hear. What more could he have done? So much more, of course, but there would never be a way of knowing if such things would have made any difference.


			Now he would never know. Could never know.


			Now she was gone for good.


			He couldn’t bear it any longer. He picked up the cat and held it close, left the apartment the same way he’d come in. Maneuvering his way down the final ladder with the cat inside his coat was awkward, but finally he stood in the alleyway. He looked up one more time at the building, and then returned to the street.


			As far as he knew, no one had seen him arrive, no one had seen him leave, and that was precisely how he wished it to be.
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			Back in his own apartment, Mitch took a bowl from the kitchen cupboard and filled it with milk. What the hell had he been thinking? He had never owned a cat, didn’t know the first damned thing about looking after one, but there was no way he could have left it behind.


			Perhaps it was misplaced guilt. He had deserted Jean. He could not desert what seemed to be the only living representation of her.


			The cat seemed content. It lapped at the milk, then found a corner on the sofa and curled up.


			For a minute or two, Mitch sat beside it. He stroked it and it started to purr.


			‘What the hell, eh? Seems you got adopted, my friend.’


			The cat looked at him, and then rolled onto its back and exposed its belly. It seemed content to have found a new home.


			‘Wish it was that simple for all of us,’ Mitch said. ‘Up and gone in a heartbeat. New place to live, new friends, new life, eh? That’d be something, wouldn’t it?’


			He had to call Jean’s mother, but what could he say?


			I’m sorry, Alice. Your daughter is dead. She overdosed. I don’t know what happened. And even though I have to find out, it’s based on selfish reasons. I don’t want to discover that I might have contributed to her taking her own life. That scares me more than you can imagine. I betrayed her. I abandoned her. I wanted her so much to forgive me, but now that will never happen. I am a coward, and that’s the only truth you need to know.


			He did not say that. What he actually said was, ‘Alice. It’s Mitch.’


			‘Mitchell. Thank you for calling.’


			‘I went over to her apartment. I couldn’t get inside because they’ve stationed a police officer there.’


			‘Police? Why are the police there?’


			‘Because of her work. She was a senior reporter at the Tribune. She’ll have had confidential material, research notes. Someone from the paper will need to gain access and ensure there’s nothing that shouldn’t be in the public domain. Then you’ll be able to come up here and sort things out.’


			Alice was crying. Mitch could hear her fighting it.


			‘I couldn’t, Mitchell. I couldn’t bear it. I don’t want to see where she lived.’


			‘But you’ll need to take care of her things, Alice. I know this is awful. I can’t even begin to imagine how you must feel, and it’s not something you have to think about now, but it will need to be done. You can’t just leave her place empty.’


			‘Can you not help me, Mitchell?’


			Mitch closed his eyes. He’d known it was coming.


			‘Did she own the place, Alice? Did she own it, or did she rent it?’


			‘She rented.’


			‘Did she not have a husband, a boyfriend?’


			Alice was silent for a moment too long.


			‘Alice?’


			‘No husband. No boyfriend I was ever aware of. She used to say she was like a nun, but married to her work.’


			Mitch didn’t reply.


			‘At first, for a little while, maybe. She used to go out with boys at university. She dated another reporter when she worked in Richmond.’


			Don’t tell me, Mitch thought. Just don’t tell me.


			‘She was never the same, Mitch. Not after—’


			‘Alice, no …’


			‘You broke her heart, Mitchell. You know that. You can’t hide from that.’


			‘Please, Alice, that was a long time ago. You can’t tell me that what happened all those years ago had anything to do with what she did.’


			‘I’m not saying that. All I’m saying is that she loved you more than you could perhaps ever understand, and when you went away, she was devastated. It broke her heart. It broke her. It was a long time before she would even talk about it. I know you wrote to her, and I have no idea what you said, but every time she came back home she would—’


			‘Don’t tell me anything else, Alice. Really, I don’t want to hear anything else.’


			Alice was silent.


			‘I’m sorry,’ Mitch said. ‘I just can’t get involved in this.’


			‘What do you mean, you can’t get involved? This is life, Mitchell. Jean’s life, your life. She’s dead, and I’m being told that she killed herself … and if anyone knew Jean, then they’d also know that she could never do such a thing.’


			‘Who ever actually understands anyone, Alice? I hadn’t seen her for nearly fifteen years …’


			‘Are you really not going to come here, Mitchell? Are you really going to let me handle this on my own? Are you going to abandon me just like you abandoned my daughter?’


			‘Alice, I don’t think that’s fair—’


			‘Life isn’t fair, Mitchell. Nor is death. My daughter, the girl you loved, the girl who never stopped loving you, is dead. Someone has to help clear up the mess that’s left behind.’


			Mitch Newman felt his heart swell. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply.


			He could hear Jean’s voice in his head.


			I understand that we’re going to war in Korea, Mitch. What I don’t understand is why you have to go too.


			He could see her face.


			I really thought we had a future together.


			He’d thought of her without respite. He’d tried not to, of course, but somehow she would always find a way into the spaces between his thoughts.


			Read my lips. I hate you. H-A-T-E.


			‘Mitchell?’


			Mitch snapped to. ‘Alice. Yes, sorry.’


			‘So what are you going to do? Are you going to leave me to deal with this by myself?’


			‘No, I’m not.’


			She started crying then, sobbing, and Mitch felt the emotion rising in his chest.


			He had not been home for nearly four years, the last time for his mother’s funeral in September of ’61. Alice had been there, but Jean didn’t show. Mitch and Alice had shared a handful of words. None of them had been about Jean.


			‘I’ll be there tomorrow,’ he said.


			He put down the phone, walked through to the kitchen and fetched down a bottle of bourbon.


			He sat at the kitchen table, and it wasn’t long before the cat jumped up. It sat there looking at him, and he could not escape the feeling that it understood precisely what he was feeling.


			‘You need some proper food and a litter box, don’t you?’ he said.


			The cat blinked, and then looked away, its attention caught by something Mitch could not see.


			‘I’ll get them,’ Mitch said, ‘and I’ll ask Tom to come feed you while I’m away.’
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