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				Praise for Thomas Mallon’s

			

			Mrs. Paine’s Garage

			
				“One of the best nonfiction works of recent years….What really makes his book a delight is the fact that at the very heart of it is a human being who is as alive in the book’s pages as the best characters are in great works of fiction.”

				—National Review

				“[Mallon] is a writer who, like his subject, seeks the truth in seemingly inconsequential acts, and who carefully analyzes motives and character to understand how history is made.” 

				—The Times-Picayune (New Orleans)

				“Mallon succeeds admirably, not only at portraying Paine in depth and with sympathy, but at managing to make her goodness genuinely interesting.” 

				—Los Angeles Times

				“Mallon’s portrayal of the sheer ordinariness, and innocent decency, of Ruth Paine, whom fate tossed in the middle of this whirlpool, ought to help bring all but the most unmoored back to harbor.”

				—H. W. Brands, The News & Observer (Raleigh, NC)

				“[Mrs. Paine’s Garage] is entirely unlike any other book about the assassination. Much of it reads like a good detective novel.” 

				—The Austin Chronicle

				
				“A fine and powerful new book….Examines [Ruth Paine’s] place in history with such careful but daunting scrutiny.”

				—The Dallas Morning News

				“Illuminating….More than a few tantalizing what-ifs and freakish coincidences….Graceful and limpid prose.”

				—Austin American-Statesman

				“In shedding light on a particularly dark corner of the story, the talented Mallon has produced an odd curio.”

				—Entertainment Weekly

				“Mallon deserves credit for bringing an honest face, that of Ruth Paine, to reflect on a tragedy that still haunts us.”

				—The Washington Post

				“Fascinating and meticulously researched….Mallon weaves a spellbinding character study from the life of a woman whose generosity became the springboard to murder.”

				— Sun-Sentinel (South Florida)

				“Through Ruth Paine and the thirty-eight-year carnival of assassination conjecture, Mallon touches upon the nature of goodness and evil, and on both the paranoid and optimistic strains of the American psyche.”

				—The Palm Beach Post

				“Mrs. Paine’s Garage…offers a brilliant analysis of the conspiracy theorists and their need to find order in what was almost a random event.”

				—Stephen King, author of 11/22/63
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			Thomas Mallon

			Mrs. Paine’s Garage

			Thomas Mallon is the author of ten novels, including Henry and Clara, Dewey Defeats Truman, Fellow Travelers, and Watergate. Fellow Travelers has been made into a contemporary opera that is regularly performed throughout the United States. Mallon is a frequent contributor to The New Yorker and The New York Times Book Review, and in 2011 he received the American Academy of Arts and Letters’ Harold D. Vursell Memorial Award for prose style. He has been the literary editor of GQ and the deputy chairman of the National Endowment for the Humanities. He lives in Washington, D.C.

			www.thomasmallon.com
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			for Dan Frank

			with lasting thanks and affection

		

	
		
		
			
			AFFIDAVIT IN ANY FACT

				THE STATE OF TEXAS

				COUNTY OF DALLAS

				BEFORE ME, PATSY COLLINS, a Notary Public in and for said County, State of Texas, on this day personally appeared RUTH HYDE PAINE/W/F/31, 2515 W. FIFTH STREET, IRVING, TEXAS. Who, after being by me duly sworn, on oath deposes and says:

				I have lived at the above address for about 4 years. My husband, Michael and I had been separated for about a year. In the early winter of 1963, I went to a party in Dallas because I heard that some people would be there that spoke Russian. I was interested in the language. At that party I met Lee Oswald and his Russian wife Marina. About a month later I went to visit them on Neely Street. In May I asked her to stay with me because Lee went to New Orleans to look for work. About two weeks later I took Marina to New Orleans to join her husband. Around the end of September I stopped by to see them while I was on vacation. I brought Marina back with me to Irving. He came in 2 weeks, later, but did not stay with his wife and me. Marina’s husband would come and spend most of the weekends with his wife. Through my neighbor, we heard there was an opening at the Texas School Book Depository. Lee applied and was accepted. Lee did not spend last weekend there. He came in about 5 pm yesterday and spent the night. I was asleep this morning when he left for work.

				RUTH HYDE PAINE

				SUBSCRIBED AND SWORN TO BEFORE ME THIS 22 DAY OF November A. D., 1963.

				PATSY COLLINS

				Notary Public, Dallas County, Texas
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			Preface to the Vintage Books Edition (2020)

			Five years from now, in 2025, we will be as far from John F. Kennedy’s assassination as it was from William McKinley’s. The President and the Dallas patrolman; their murderer and then the murderer’s own; the five other occupants of the limousine—Mrs. Kennedy, Governor Connally and his wife, the driver, and the second Secret Service man: all are dead, along with all seven members of the Warren Commission. There are, fifty-seven years after 1963, only two players in the tragedy left alive. One is Marina Oswald, the assassin’s widow; the other is the subject of this book, Ruth Hyde Paine, the Oswalds’ concerned and generous friend, from whom so many secrets were kept in the months before the assassination.

			A large portion of Mrs. Paine’s Garage appeared in The New Yorker in the fall of 2001. A telephone appointment that Ruth had with one of the magazine’s fact-checkers, arranged for the afternoon of September 11, needed to be rescheduled. By the time the book was published in January 2002, the long-ago shock of the President’s murder had been cataclysmically matched by the destruction of the World Trade Center. I did extensive travel and promotion for the book—my diary for March 1, 2002, makes summary note of “8 cities; 11 readings; 2 panels; 3 bookseller events; 29 radio shows; 7 print interviews; 6 TV programs”—all of it conducted in a country that was mournful, angry, and much on edge.

			
			Even so, passions surrounding the long-ago assassination had little trouble breaking through. Mrs. Paine’s Garage, taking its place on the lone-gunman shelves of assassination literature, was never going to be popular with the conspiracy theorists (CTs) that it disputed and sometimes derided. One early reading took place in the auditorium of the old Texas School Book Depository building, whose Sixth Floor Museum, devoted to Kennedy’s career and his assassination, now receives more than four hundred thousand visitors each year. My diary entry for that evening notes: “If there were any CTs present, they seethed in silence.” At other stops, and during call-in interviews, questions could be sarcastic and hostile. Amazon customer comments were often vehement, Internet postings shrill. Along with generous letters and e-mails from readers moved by Ruth’s story, there have been, over the years, far-out communications. Going through my files, I discover an essay (sent with a DVD) that suggested Ruth’s own involvement in a conspiracy. My annotation records that the sender’s “website shows that he is also the author of an essay on how Mary Todd Lincoln killed [Abraham Lincoln].”

			This book now memorializes the early days of the Web, when newsgroups devoted to the assassination blazed away, a frantic, middle-of-the-night world. In the twenty years since, with self-publication ever easier, fantastical volumes about the crime have continued to proliferate; fair-mindedly skeptical ones, such as Philip Shenon’s A Cruel and Shocking Act (2013), are far fewer. In 2002, my editor and I decided to have Mrs. Paine’s Garage appear without a full apparatus of notes, bibliography, and index; we hoped this short book would be read as an extended, even meditative, essay. But as the assassination recedes even further into history, it seems a good idea in this new edition to attach the documentation and provide fuller reference to additional reading.

			
			According to the poll-analyzing website FiveThirtyEight, in late 2017 “only 33 percent of Americans” thought that Kennedy had been killed by Oswald alone; 61 percent believed the crime to be the work of a conspiracy. Dismaying as those figures may seem, belief in a single gunman, according to the site, had become “higher than it’s been in any yearly average of polling since 1966” and had risen significantly in the past twenty years. The failure of any one alternate explanation to gain broad public acceptance—the continuing competition and combination of Mafia, CIA, Soviet, and other theories—may mean that, in the fullness of time, posterity will come to accept the “simple” explanation of how one individual’s psychology and opportunity led to the killing of a president. Living as we do in a time of unprecedented political mendacity, when the presidency itself has become a constant transmitter of electronic lies, even a small downtick in conspiracy belief feels encouraging.

			During my time on the road with this book, hostile readers and audience members did not know that the story I told, which they regarded as naive or even hagiographical, had been anything but happily received by Ruth herself. “I didn’t realize it would hit me so hard,” she wrote to me and friends. “Facing my griefs, actions, omissions, angers, loneliness and [the] hurt of that time was, and is, tough going.” A reviewer in the San Francisco Chronicle thought I’d found “an overlooked but bright figure for us to remember,” but the assassination and its long afterlife remain an unquiet labyrinth inside which no survivor, writer, or reader can ever find what we like to call “closure.”

			
			Firm in her Quaker faith, Ruth Paine, now eighty-seven, lives in Northern California. The tapes of our interviews reside in the archives of the city of Irving, Texas, which has acquired Ruth’s old house on West Fifth Street and turned it into an improbable, first-rate museum. Amidst period furnishings, a visitor encounters glassy projections of actors playing Ruth and Marina, spectral figures upon whom a tragedy is still bearing down. Standing inside the modest dwelling, four rooms and their attached garage, one may recall Psalm 127—not the passage President Kennedy intended to quote in the luncheon speech he never made that Friday, but the words just before it: “Except the Lord build the house, they labor in vain that build it.” It whispers a terrible truth about the futility of one woman’s kindness in the face of destiny’s intentions.

			
				T.M.

				Washington, D.C.

				December 2, 2019

			

		

	
		
		
			
			 

			Part One November 21, 1963

			 

		

	
		
		
			
			One

			There would be bad news from Dallas tomorrow. But as 5:30 approached on this warm Thursday afternoon, Ruth Paine had little time to think about her pending divorce. As usual, she was in the midst of errands, driving her station wagon back from the supermarket with groceries for her own small, sundered family as well as the other oddly intact one that had been grafted onto it these last several months.

			A copy of the divorce petition, which Ruth had filed eight days ago, was right now being postmarked near the offices of her lawyer in the Rio Grande National Building downtown. The dated facts in it—that she and Michael had been married on December 28, 1957, in Pennsylvania, and produced two children, Lynn (b. 1959) and Christopher (b. 1961), before separating “on or about September 1, 1962”—were more accurate than the supposed crux of the document, its declaration that her husband, now “the defendant,” had “about six months before their said separation, commenced a course of unkind, harsh, cruel and tyrannical treatment…of such a nature as to render their further living together insupportable.”

			The legal boilerplate hardly described the painfully civilized breach between Ruth and Michael, or the temperate good will he showed whenever he now visited from his own apartment over in Grand Prairie. The two of them probably still saw more movies together than the average couple living under one roof. But the law was the law, and it required stern lies in the matter of divorce, even one arrived at as quietly as this.

			
			Driving down Fifth Street, crossing Westbrook Drive, Ruth was surprised by a picture of domesticity that suddenly came into view. There, up ahead, under the oak tree on her own front lawn, stood Lee and Marina, playing with Junie in apparent contentment. The Oswalds, in contrast to the Paines, might bitch and bicker with each other much of the time—Lee had bawled out Marina over the phone just three nights ago—but their own separation was partial, temporary, and economic. Most nights Lee lived in a rooming house downtown, on North Beckley, closer to the book-warehouse job that Ruth had helped him get last month; Marina and Junie, and now four-week-old Rachel, stayed here with her in Irving, joined by their “Papa” on weekends, when the population of the four-room house would swell to seven. Ruth expected the situation to last until Christmas, perhaps a little longer, after which she would have to deal with missing Marina as she still dealt with missing Michael.

			It was odd that Lee should be here tonight. He never came out before Friday, and never failed to call and ask permission before he made the trip. As soon as Ruth parked in the driveway—the garage was too full of the Paines’ and the Oswalds’ things to house the car—Marina came over to apologize for her husband’s unexpected presence. “That’s all right,” Ruth answered, in Russian, the only language Marina spoke and the one in which Ruth herself, thanks to Marina’s live-in presence, at last found herself becoming fluent.

			
			Ruth also spoke Russian to Lee, and as he entered the house, on his way to the kitchen with some grocery bags, she greeted his helpful gesture with the news that had so many local people excited in one way or another.

			“Nash Prezident priezzhaet v gorod.”

			Almost forty years later, Ruth Paine remembers him responding with no more than an uninflected “Da,” a sort of verbal shrug most accurately translated as “Uh, yeah.” And yet, despite his evident indifference, she knows that Lee Oswald had understood her to say: “Our President is coming to town.”

			The small ranch house invited in all the late afternoon’s light. The living room picture window, facing the street, went from the foundation to the roof, and from the kitchen Ruth could look out on the sunlight lowering itself upon the backyard, with its swing set and long clothesline, where she and Marina had hung so many diapers all fall. As Ruth went about preparing supper, she heard no signs of quarreling from Lee and Marina, either elsewhere in the house or out on the lawn—a relief, considering how harshly the young man had berated his wife three nights ago over the phone. The scolding had been prompted by a call Marina had asked Ruth to dial the night before that, Sunday, to WH 3-8993, the number of Lee’s rooming house in Dallas. He’d given them the number himself, but now he wanted it stricken from Ruth’s address book. Until they’d used it Sunday night, the two women hadn’t known he was registered with his landlady as O. H. Lee, not Lee H. Oswald, the person Ruth had of course asked for.

			
			Marina may have been upset by the incident, but she wasn’t wholly surprised. Lee had these fantasies of being a great man, a big shot, she explained to Ruth; they drove him into foolish games like this one with the alias, when he should be sticking to the hard business of being twenty-four years old with no higher education or skills but a wife and two little girls to support.

			Ruth hadn’t pried into the explanation. Not because she lacked grounds for suspicion of her friend’s husband—for the past two weeks she’d had a strong, particular reason to be wary—but out of adherence to the standards of her character and adopted Quaker religion. Lee, she knew, resented others’ scrutiny, and Ruth was no more likely to press him on private matters than she would be to rummage through his possessions in her garage.

			Tonight, as she finished getting supper on the table, Ruth remained unaware of the drama unfolding, out of earshot, between Lee and Marina. Without raising their voices, the couple was struggling at the edge of a marital cliff. Before the sun was down, Lee would ask his wife, three times, to consider leaving Ruth’s comfortable house and moving back together with him. If Marina agreed, he would find them an apartment right away—tomorrow, he promised. And he would get her a washing machine, just like the one she’d become accustomed to here in Irving. But three times—by tomorrow night the number would seem Biblical—Marina denied him his wish.

			Tonight, Lee seemed to Ruth even more withdrawn than usual. Of course, the matter of language, not so much a barrier as a shaky bridge, always narrowed conversational possibilities. Marina might be here, in part, to help Ruth with her Russian, but Lee didn’t want his wife learning English in return. He claimed that this was so his own skills in the language—the only lasting reward, aside from Marina, of his defection to the USSR—wouldn’t atrophy. But the truth was he liked Marina’s being isolated; dependent, albeit without much support, on him. So at the dinner table he continued speaking Russian to Ruth as well. “Effectively it reduced our conversations,” she now explains, “which was okay with me, and I felt that’s really how he wanted it, too. There wasn’t much to say. I didn’t want to get into any political stuff.” The previous evening, she and Marina had talked of Christmas plans; Ruth had the idea of building a playhouse for the children, and it would be safer to return to that topic tonight than to speak of current events.

			
			Ruth wished she could go into Dallas to watch the President’s motorcade tomorrow morning. Three months ago, when visiting her sister in Washington, she had squandered a chance to hear Martin Luther King speak near the Lincoln Memorial. But even so, she knew it was better not to try getting a glimpse of John F. Kennedy. “I thought it would be fairly crowded. There always are questions of where do you park and how do you take care of the kids when you go in.” So she and Marina would stay home, though even today, she says with a sigh: “I thought it would be nice to see him.”

			Once the dishes were done, Ruth still had to prepare a bottle for Chris, read him and Lynn a story, and get both children settled down for the night in the rear bedroom they shared with their mother. Lee and Marina were free to continue their negotiations in the front bedroom or the living room. Nine o’clock would arrive before Ruth was at last able to work on a much more modest project than the potential playhouse—lacquering some toy blocks she had made for the children. As soon as she entered her garage through the door connecting it to the dinette, its clutter came into view: someone had left the light on. The 100-watt overhead bulb threw the larger objects into relief against the white-painted walls. Ruth immediately got the feeling that Lee had been out here, probably just a little while ago, when she had been tending to the children. Marina—brought up frugally and, despite Ruth’s attempts to make her feel at home, mindful of being a guest—always remembered to turn off the switch after coming for any of her things.

			
			Ruth threaded her way through the jumble in search of the varnish. Along with Michael’s drill press, some old tires, and a deepfreeze, whose top she would use for a work surface, the garage housed the table saw on which she had recently cut the blocks. Boxes with Lee and Marina’s possessions rested between it and two chests of drawers; nearby was a blanket roll belonging to the Oswalds that Michael had had to move a couple of times when he came to work with his tools, as he still did on his visits.

			Some of Ruth’s own most personal possessions—letters and essays and private reflections—were stored in two metal file boxes out here in the garage. Among them was the senior paper she’d composed ten years ago at Antioch College. “I seek to fill the needs of those whom I meet,” she had written;

			
				to give to the fullest of my ability to all who ask of me. I want to accept others, and to express this acceptance. Too many of the world’s people go friendless through life, unable to share their deepest sorrows and joys with anyone. Too often we have not the time, or the inclination, to reach out to those who need help, to concern ourselves with their sorrows, to care how the world is treating them. I seek to lead a life that will never be so full of activities that I will be unable to take time to meet the immediate needs of those around me.

			

			
			Yesterday she had driven Marina to the dentist; today they’d gotten Junie’s TB-test results from the clinic. For months she had taken care not to let her kindnesses to Marina appear a usurpation of Lee’s own role as provider, however intermittently he filled it. She wanted him to know that she got as much from Marina—the chance to hear and speak Russian, the companionship—as the other way around. Lee might be sullen and suspicious (if someone asked Ruth, truthfulness would demand the admission that she didn’t much like him), but he was also capable of small, sudden sympathies. On one recent weekend, the subject of Ruth’s divorce had come up between them. She’d been “a little stunned” to hear him say, with a certain real feeling, that this must be a hard time for her.

			Actually, without telling her, Lee disapproved of Michael Paine’s seeming indifference to his own family. Michael might do a good job for them financially, but he left Ruth looking sad whenever he breezed in and out for supper. He wasn’t, Lee thought, a good father; and so, after he finished playing with his own girls tonight, Lee had made a point of playing with little Chris Paine. The boy needed some extra attention from a man. Marina had guessed the impulse behind this deed but said nothing, lest she hurt Ruth’s still-tender feelings for her husband. It would be one piece of information she had no guilt about withholding.

			
			Lee liked to stay up watching movies on TV, but tonight he had gone to bed early. By the time Ruth finished with the blocks and stepped back into the house, only Marina was still up. The two women sat together on the couch, folding yet more laundry, and Marina told Ruth that Lee’s unexpected presence tonight seemed motivated by a desire to patch up Monday night’s telephone quarrel. Ruth asked for no further explanation, and Marina volunteered nothing more.

			Sometime between eleven o’clock and eleven-thirty, before Marina retired to the front bedroom of this house that was never locked, the two young mothers said good night to each other. Ruth had not had an opportunity to say good night to Lee, but that was all right, since tomorrow was Friday, the start of the weekend, and she could expect to see him after he’d completed his day’s work.

			Two

			Like Lee Harvey Oswald, Ruth Hyde was the child of an insurance man—in her case, not a collector of premiums, but a nationally recognized expert in the field. William Avery Hyde had even written a book on the subject. After 1942 he raised his family in Columbus, Ohio, and sent three of his children, including Ruth, the youngest, to Antioch College in Yellow Springs.

			
			Known, then as now, for a freewheeling political liberalism, the school met no more than half of Ruth’s moral needs. By contrast, it was the mix of social awareness and spirituality that drew her to the Society of Friends, which she joined in 1951. In the Quaker faith that would govern her life, those elements came together, each animated by a belief in the possibility of direct communication between the individual and the heavens. “That mystical aspect was very important to me.”

			She spent the years following her graduation in Quakerism’s great American stronghold, southeastern Pennsylvania, teaching physical education to elementary schoolchildren at Germantown Friends and, before that, leading a “golden-age” group—“they’d practically all come over from Russia in ’05”—at the Philadelphia YM-YWHA.

			Seven years after Ruth’s departure from the Y, Mr. Lewis Kohn, its business manager, would fondly recall this young woman who was placed only “with great reservation and hesitation” among the golden-agers, “inasmuch as these older persons were difficult to please, were obstinate and set in their ways.” And yet, “it was not long before she had the members of her group in complete accord with her. They were teaching her Yiddish and were following her direction in every manner…when she left the employ of the YM-YWHA the members of her group were sad to see her leave.”

			Ruth Avery Hyde met Michael Ralph Paine at a folk dance in 1955, and they soon began attending Quaker Meeting together. “I liked the Quakers’ church,” Michael recalls today. In fact, he’d gone to Meeting even before becoming interested in Ruth. “The only reason I wasn’t a Quaker was because they didn’t sing. They didn’t have music in their service.” Fortunately, Ruth liked music, too; she and Michael would spend several years in madrigal singing-groups before and after their marriage, which took place in December of ’57 at the Providence Monthly Meeting in Media, Pennsylvania.

			
			Michael, four years older than his wife, had flunked out of Harvard in the late 1940s. A handsome dreamer, his head full of designs for mechanical devices and social betterment, he’d transferred to Swarthmore and spent a year there as a physics major, near the bottom of his class, before quitting college for good in June of 1951.

			Michael’s stepfather, Arthur Young, inventor of the world’s first commercially licensed helicopter, the Bell 47, had a serious interest in both extrasensory perception and astrology, and both Paines can still recall the prospects of comfort and trouble he saw in their stars. Ruth remembers: “He looked at our charts once and said, ‘You’re really more like brother and sister.’ And it made sense to me. I couldn’t read the charts, but I feel kindred to Michael, that we are kin in some ways, whether it’s equally good at denial, or repressing anger, or whatever it might be. Equally honest,” she adds, accentuating the positive, “and wanting to live good lives.” Michael more or less concurs in the fraternal diagnosis, though he’d characterize the condition as being “soul mates of a sort.”

			Both were questers, seekers of enlightenment, Ruth in a particular religious way she only hoped her husband could share. On August 15, 1956, before they were married, she composed on her typewriter a long prayer, part of it directly addressed to Michael:

			
			When I cry now, I cry out of the overflow of the richness of life.

				And it is this, this that I seek. That I find essential…to my path, to my being, to all that I do.

				And I must find out whether you know this overflow of life, this richness, and whether you want it.

			

			She had little doubt that her future spouse also sought “to glorify life, and make it much larger than the everyday,” but she had to face her anxiety that his way of accomplishing all this might not be hers:

			
				I think it’s possible that I could be led from the things I most value, because of the lesser value I have of sharing deeply with a person I love.

				And loving Michael, I would want to share what he finds most valuable, and look to beauty, and art, and music, and yet miss in it, that which takes him to his goal, and forget that which
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