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Ashes Over Normandy

Chapter 1

A Winter Meeting
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New York City

December, 1941

Snow drifted lazily through the glow of the streetlamps, turning Manhattan into a city of gold and white. The sidewalks were crowded despite the cold. Men in dark coats hurried toward warm restaurants. Women wrapped scarves tighter around their necks. Taxi horns echoed through the evening while music drifted from open doors along the avenue.

Inside a small apartment on West 72nd Street, laughter filled the air.

The gathering wasn't large. A dozen people at most. Friends from college, neighbors, coworkers. Someone had brought a radio. Someone else had brought a bottle hidden inside a paper bag.

The world beyond New York seemed far away.

Europe was already at war.

But here, on this snowy evening, people were still trying to live normal lives.

John McNemmara stood near the window with a glass of ginger ale in his hand.

At twenty-four, he was taller than most men in the room, with dark hair that never stayed combed for long and serious blue eyes that often made people think he was unhappy when he was simply thinking.

"You're doing it again."

John turned.

His friend Frank Donovan grinned.

"Doing what?"

"Standing in the corner like you're studying everybody."

John smiled.

"Maybe I am."

Frank shook his head.

"You should've been born eighty years ago. You would've made a decent newspaper man."

"I still might."

"Not if you spend every party staring out windows."

Before John could answer, the apartment door opened.

Cold air rushed inside.

Several people looked up.

And for reasons John would never fully understand, his eyes found her immediately.

She stepped inside, brushing snow from her coat.

A young woman.

Brown hair.

Soft features.

Bright eyes that seemed curious about everything around her.

She laughed at something her friend said while removing her gloves.

The sound carried across the room.

Simple.

Warm.

Real.

John couldn't look away.

"Careful," Frank muttered.

"What?"

"I know that look."

John frowned.

"You don't know anything."

Frank followed his gaze.

Then smiled knowingly.

"Sure."

The woman glanced around the room.

For a brief second, her eyes met John's.

Neither looked away immediately.

Then she smiled politely.

The smallest smile imaginable.

Yet somehow it stayed with him.

Frank laughed quietly.

"You've got about ten seconds before somebody else introduces himself."

John rolled his eyes.

"You're impossible."

"Move."

John sighed.

Then he moved.



Victoria James hated arriving late.

It made her feel as though everyone had already become part of a conversation she wasn't included in.

As she removed her coat, she looked around the room.

Most faces were familiar.

Some weren't.

One man stood near the window.

Dark-haired.

Tall.

Watching people instead of talking.

She noticed him because he seemed different from everyone else.

Not shy.

Not awkward.

Simply observant.

As though he preferred listening to speaking.

Their eyes met briefly.

Something about him made her smile.

Then she turned away.

A few moments later, she was accepting a cup of coffee when someone approached.

"Victoria?"

She looked up.

The dark-haired man stood beside her.

Closer now.

His expression carried a nervousness she hadn't noticed from across the room.

"Yes?"

"I'm John McNemmara."

His hand extended.

She shook it.

"Victoria James."

"It's nice to meet you."

"You too."

For a moment neither spoke.

Then both laughed.

"That was a terrible beginning," John admitted.

"It wasn't that bad."

"It felt worse from my side."

Victoria smiled.

"I'll pretend not to notice."

"Thank you."

They stood quietly.

Strangely, it wasn't uncomfortable.

Outside, snow tapped softly against the window.

Inside, music played from the radio.

Finally Victoria asked, "So what do you do, Mr. McNemmara?"

"I'm currently disappointing my father."

She laughed.

"That doesn't sound like a profession."

"It depends who you ask."

"And why is your father disappointed?"

John looked toward the ceiling.

"He wanted a businessman."

"And?"

"I want to write."

"A writer?"

"Hopefully."

Victoria nodded.

"That's brave."

"No, it's irresponsible."

"Most worthwhile things are."

John stared at her.

The answer surprised him.

"So what about you?" he asked.

"What do you do?"

"I work at a publishing office."

His eyebrows rose.

"Books?"

"Books."

"Then you're already living my dream."

"Trust me. Most days involve paperwork."

"Still counts."

Victoria laughed.

For the first time that evening, John forgot to feel self-conscious.



Hours passed faster than either expected.

Conversations shifted naturally.

Books.

Music.

Family.

Childhood stories.

Embarrassing mistakes.

Neither noticed that most guests had already moved on to other groups.

The room grew warmer.

The windows fogged.

Outside, the snowfall continued.

At one point Victoria glanced toward the clock.

"Oh."

"What?"

"It's nearly eleven."

John looked.

She was right.

Neither understood how three hours had disappeared.

"That seems impossible."

"It does."

A comfortable silence followed.

Then Victoria looked down at her empty coffee cup.

"I should probably go."

The words disappointed both of them.

John tried not to show it.

"Can I walk you home?"

She hesitated.

Not because she minded.

Because she wanted to say yes too quickly.

Finally she nodded.

"I'd like that."



The city felt quieter outside.

Snow covered parked cars and rooftops.

Streetlights painted long golden reflections across the sidewalks.

Their footsteps crunched softly.

For a while neither spoke.

The silence wasn't awkward.

It felt peaceful.

As if the city itself was listening.

Victoria pulled her coat tighter.

"It's beautiful tonight."

John looked around.

"It is."

Then he looked at her.

She didn't notice.

Or perhaps she did.

"It's strange," she said.

"What is?"

"Everything feels normal."

John frowned slightly.

"The war?"

She nodded.

Newspapers had been filled with stories from Europe for years.

Bombings.

Occupation.

Refugees.

Death.

Yet New York remained untouched.

Restaurants stayed open.

People went dancing.

Children still played in parks.

"It feels far away," Victoria said quietly.

John nodded.

"Maybe that's why people keep pretending it isn't happening."

"Do you think America will get involved?"

The question hung in the cold air.

John considered it.

"I don't know."

"But?"

"But I don't think the world stays untouched forever."

Victoria looked away.

Neither knew how important that conversation would become.

Years later, both would remember it.

Neither would remember the exact words.

Only the feeling.

The feeling that something was coming.

Something neither could see.



They reached her apartment building.

Neither seemed eager to end the evening.

Victoria smiled.

"Thank you for walking me home."

"Thank you for surviving my conversation."

"I enjoyed it."

"So did I."

Another silence.

A longer one.

Snow drifted between them.

Finally Victoria spoke.

"Will I see you again?"

The question escaped before she could stop it.

John smiled.

A genuine smile.

The kind that transformed his entire face.

"I hope so."

"Good."

"Good."

Neither moved.

Then Victoria laughed.

"We're very bad at saying goodbye."

"We really are."

"Perhaps we'll improve."

"I doubt it."

She shook her head.

Then slowly climbed the steps.

At the door she turned back.

John was still standing there.

Watching.

Not in a strange way.

In a way that made her feel unexpectedly safe.

"Goodnight, John."

"Goodnight, Victoria."

She disappeared inside.

The door closed.

John remained standing in the snow for several seconds.

The city around him seemed different now.

Brighter somehow.

Lighter.

For the first time in months, perhaps years, he felt hopeful about something.

He began walking home.

Unaware that this quiet winter evening would become the most important memory of his life.

Unaware that one day he would cross an ocean carrying thoughts of her.

Unaware that war would change everything.

For now, there was only New York.

Snow.

A warm apartment.

And the memory of a woman with bright eyes and a gentle smile.

A beginning neither of them recognized yet.

But a beginning all the same.
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Chapter 2

Becoming Necessary

[image: ]


The first time John saw Victoria again was four days after the party.

The second time was two days after that.

By the end of January, neither could remember who had suggested most of their meetings.

Some simply happened.

A walk after work.

Coffee before dinner.

A visit to a bookstore neither truly needed to visit.

The city seemed to offer endless excuses.

Neither complained.

Winter held New York in its grip.

Cold winds swept through the streets.

Snow gathered along curbs and building entrances.

Yet somehow the weather never seemed reason enough to stay home.

Especially when the other person might be waiting.



One Saturday afternoon, they found themselves inside a crowded bookstore near Midtown.

The smell of paper and dust filled the narrow aisles.

John wandered slowly between shelves while Victoria followed.

Or perhaps he followed her.

Neither was certain.

"You've been standing in front of that shelf for ten minutes."

John glanced over his shoulder.

"I've been deciding."

"Between which books?"

He held up two novels.

Victoria studied them.

"You've already read both."

"That's not the point."

"Then what is?"

John looked genuinely offended.

"The point is deciding which one deserves my money."

Victoria laughed.

"You're impossible."

"So I've been told."

She took one of the books from his hand and returned it to the shelf.

"There."

John stared.

"You just made the decision for me."

"You're welcome."

"I didn't ask for help."

"You clearly needed it."

The elderly owner watched them from behind the counter with an amused smile.

John eventually bought the remaining book.

Victoria felt strangely proud of herself.



Later they sat inside a diner nearby.

The windows fogged from the warmth inside.

Outside, snow drifted through the streets.

The waitress refilled their coffee cups for the third time.

"You spend an awful lot of time reading newspapers," Victoria observed.

John folded the paper beside him.

"Occupational hazard."

"You aren't a journalist."

"Not yet."

The answer came so quickly she noticed.

The certainty behind it surprised her.

"You really want it."

John looked down at his coffee.

For a moment he seemed younger.

Less confident.

More vulnerable.

"Since I was a boy."

Victoria waited.

John rarely spoke seriously about himself.

"I used to sit on the front steps of our building and watch people."

"Watch them?"

He nodded.

"Everyone has a story."

Victoria smiled.

"That sounds like something a writer would say."

"Maybe."

"What kind of stories?"

John shrugged.

"The old man who walks alone every morning."

"The woman carrying flowers."

"The boy delivering newspapers."

He paused.

"They all matter."

Victoria watched him carefully.

The passion in his voice transformed him.

Most people talked about jobs.

John talked about purpose.

"I want to tell those stories," he said quietly.

"I want people to remember them."

Victoria smiled.

"You'll become a journalist."

His eyes met hers.

"You think so?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Because you're already one."

For a moment neither spoke.

Then John smiled.

A genuine smile.

One reserved for moments that mattered.

"Thank you."



Weeks passed.

Their friendship settled naturally into daily life.

Soon they began expecting each other.

Monday conversations became Tuesday conversations.

Wednesday meetings became Thursday walks.

Entire days felt incomplete without the other's voice.

Neither acknowledged it.

Not yet.



One afternoon they walked through Central Park.

The snow had begun melting.

Patches of grass appeared between the white.

Children played near frozen pathways.

The city seemed caught between winter and spring.

Victoria watched a young family passing nearby.

A mother.

A father.

Two children.

The little girl held her father's hand.

The little boy ran ahead laughing.

Something softened in her expression.

John noticed.

"What are you thinking about?"

Victoria smiled.

"Nothing."

"That's not true."

"No?"

"No."

She sighed dramatically.

"You ask too many questions."

"Future journalist."

"Right."

John waited.

Eventually she laughed.

"I was thinking about them."

"The family?"

She nodded.

"They look happy."

"They do."

A brief silence followed.

Then Victoria spoke softly.

"I think that's all I've ever wanted."

"What?"

"A family."

John looked at her.

She seemed almost embarrassed by the answer.

"No adventures?" he asked.

"No."

"No grand ambitions?"

Victoria shook her head.

"I know it sounds boring."

"It doesn't."

She stared ahead.

"My father worked all his life."

"My mother spent years worrying."

"We never had much."

"But we had each other."

John listened.

The wind moved gently through the bare trees.

"I want a home someday," she continued.

"A husband."

"Children."

"Sunday dinners."

She smiled.

"A simple life."

John found himself smiling too.

Not because the dream was simple.

Because it fit her perfectly.

"You'd be good at that."

Victoria looked at him.

"What?"

"Creating a home."

The compliment felt strangely intimate.

She looked away.

"Thank you."

Neither noticed how close they had become while walking.



By early spring, Europe dominated the newspapers.

Each morning brought darker headlines.

German armies continued expanding across the continent.

Photographs showed bombed cities.

Refugees.

Soldiers.

Destruction.

The war seemed impossibly far away.

Yet somehow closer than before.

One evening John and Victoria sat together on a park bench.

The newspaper rested folded between them.

Victoria glanced at the front page.

"Do you think it will ever stop?"

John followed her gaze.

The headline described another battle.

More deaths.

More destruction.

"I hope so."

"But?"

He sighed.

"But hope doesn't seem to be helping much."

The answer lingered between them.

For several moments neither spoke.

The world felt uncertain.

Changing.

Moving toward something neither fully understood.

Eventually Victoria reached over and tapped the newspaper.

"Enough."

John raised an eyebrow.

"Enough?"

"You look miserable."

"I'm reading."

"You're worrying."

"They're different."

"They're not."

She stood.

"Come on."

"Where?"

"Ice cream."

John stared.

"In this weather?"

"Exactly."

"That's ridiculous."

Victoria smiled.

"Are you coming?"

John laughed.

Then followed.



Spring arrived.

The city awakened.

Trees bloomed.

Windows opened.

Crowds filled sidewalks once again.

And still they spent nearly every week together.

Friends began noticing.

Families began noticing.

Even strangers noticed.

Neither addressed it directly.

There always seemed to be time.



Then one Thursday afternoon Victoria received unexpected news.

Her aunt in Philadelphia had become ill.

Victoria needed to leave for several days.

The decision wasn't difficult.

Family came first.

Still, as she packed her suitcase, she found herself strangely unsettled.

The train departed the following morning.

John met her at the station.

The platform buzzed with activity.

Conductors shouted instructions.

Passengers carried luggage through the crowd.

"You'll only be gone a week," John said.

Victoria smiled.

"I know."

"You'll survive."

"I know."

"You look worried."

She laughed softly.

"So do you."

For a moment neither denied it.

The realization felt oddly personal.

The train whistle sounded.

Passengers began boarding.

Victoria picked up her bag.

"I should go."

John nodded.

Neither moved immediately.

A week.

Only seven days.

Yet suddenly it felt longer.

Much longer.

Finally Victoria stepped toward the train.

"Take care of yourself."

"You too."

She climbed aboard.

The conductor called final boarding.

Then she disappeared inside.

John remained on the platform until the train began moving.

Only then did he turn away.



Three days later, Victoria sat beside her aunt's hospital bed.

The older woman was improving.

Doctors seemed optimistic.

Everything was fine.

Everything should have felt fine.

Yet something felt missing.

On several occasions she almost turned to share a thought with someone who wasn't there.

A funny comment.

A newspaper headline.

A story from her day.

Each time she remembered.

John wasn't beside her.

That realization surprised her more than she expected.

Meanwhile, back in New York, John wandered into a bookstore alone.

For the first time in weeks.

He picked up a novel.

Then immediately thought of what Victoria would say about it.

He walked past a diner.

Remembered her laugh.

Crossed a park.

Remembered a conversation.

The city looked exactly the same.

Yet somehow felt emptier.

Late that evening he sat at his apartment desk.

A blank sheet of paper rested before him.

After several minutes, he began writing.

Dear Victoria,

New York has become considerably less interesting since you left...

He stopped.

Read the sentence.

Then smiled.

Because for the first time, he understood something.

He missed her.

Not occasionally.

Not casually.

He missed her constantly.

Across Pennsylvania, Victoria sat beside a window reading one of his earlier notes.

Without realizing it, she smiled.

And understood exactly the same thing.

For the first time since meeting, they were apart.

For the first time, they discovered how much that mattered.

And neither could stop thinking about when they would see each other again.
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