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  Chapter one
A Reluctant Witness


“The past is unpredictable.” — Old Russian Saying





October 2012: David Ashcroft leaned back in his seat as the plane began its descent toward New York City. The overhead speakers announced their arrival at John F. Kennedy Airport, but his mind was miles away, retracing the investigative path that had led him here. As a newspaper journalist, he was no stranger to digging through layers of truth and deception. But this particular journey felt different. For years, he had had an interest in the Kennedy assassination, piecing together fragments of one of the most scrutinised events in modern history. His research had unearthed a surprising name—Alejandra Cortez—a woman whose connection to Dallas in 1963 raised questions too tantalising to ignore. 
It had all started with a story unrelated to President Kennedy. He had been working on a piece about South American immigrants in New York, exploring the unexpected anti-immigrant sentiment among some of the City’s wealthier expatriates. The contradiction had intrigued him. Many of these individuals had once been refugees themselves, yet they now looked down on those trying to follow in their footsteps. During his research, he sought out people who worked closely with affluent immigrants. Among the sources he tapped was a list of private tutors from 1997, an outdated but potentially useful lead. It was a long shot, but he began scanning the names, hoping for someone who might offer a candid perspective.
That was when he saw it: Alejandra Cortez.
At first, he dismissed the notion. The name was common enough, and surely, there were countless Alejandra Cortezes in a country as big as America. But something tugged at him—a stubborn instinct born from years of investigative work. He double-checked his research books. A woman named Alejandra Cortez had been in Dallas in the autumn of 1963. She had shared an apartment with Silvia Odio, a name etched into Kennedy lore. Odio had testified that Lee Harvey Oswald visited her with two Cuban men shortly before the assassination—a claim hotly debated due to conflicting reports of Oswald’s whereabouts at the time. He was officially in, or on his way to, Mexico City.  Ashcroft was mildly intrigued by the coincidence at first, and maybe that’s what drew him to pick this name above all the others. He would try Alejandra’s number first. Little did he realise that this phone call would set in motion a series of events that would take him across the Atlantic and uncover a story that had been hidden for 50 years.  His fingers moved with a mix of curiosity and scepticism as he dialled the long-distance number. He hadn’t expected anyone to answer, but after a few rings, a woman’s voice came on the line, catching him off guard.
“Hello? Is this Alejandra Cortez?” he asked, his voice careful. “My name’s David Ashcroft. I’m a writer from London, and I came across your name while researching a project. Do you have a moment to talk?”
The line went quiet,  then, her voice cut through the stillness, low and guarded. “What’s this about?” she asked, her tone a mixture of curiosity and surprise.
“I’m researching a story about New York,” he said, deliberately vague. “Your name came up, and I thought you might have some insights.”
There was a pause on the other end of the line. When Alejandra spoke again, her voice was cautious. “Where did you get my number?”
He hesitated for the briefest of moments, carefully considering his next words. “It was on a list of private tutors,” he said. “I’ve been speaking to people who’ve worked with immigrants in the city, and your name stood out. I hope I’m not intruding.”
Another pause. He imagined her hand hovering over the receiver, debating whether to hang up. When she replied, her tone had grown sharper. “That list must be years old. I stopped tutoring a long time ago. What exactly is your story about?”
“Broadly, it’s about the experiences of South American immigrants in New York,” he said, trying to keep the conversation light. “The challenges they’ve faced, the cultural shifts, how the city has shaped their lives—and vice versa.”
Her suspicion hadn’t waned. “And you thought I’d have something to say about that?”
“Well,” he said, treading carefully, “it’s clear from your tutoring work that you’ve been part of that story in some way. People with your perspective often have unique insights. I thought it was worth asking if you’d be willing to share yours.”
“I don’t think I’m the person you’re looking for,” Alejandra said briskly.
He recognized the tone: defensive, protective. It was a reaction he’d encountered before, especially when speaking with sources who valued their privacy. He decided to take a risk. “I understand if you’re hesitant. I can keep you anonymous if you like… Have you always lived in New York?”
“I’m sorry?” she said, her voice cool now. “I really don’t think I can help you.”
Before he could say another word, the line went dead.
He stared at the telephone receiver in his hand. She hadn’t denied knowing anything, he noted. She’d simply shut the conversation down. That was often as good as confirmation. He decided to give it time before trying again. Something about her guarded tone told him there was a story worth pursuing. But rushing her now would only drive her further away. The phone call lingered in his mind like a puzzle missing a crucial piece. He tapped his pen against the edge of a notepad, replaying the conversation word for word. She hadn’t outright denied knowing anything. That detail stuck with him. Her surprise at being contacted, the sharp shift from cautious curiosity to defensive withdrawal—these weren’t the responses of someone who had nothing to hide. A second call couldn’t be impulsive. Alejandra had already been spooked. If he approached her again without care, she’d likely cut him off completely. He had to think about his angle, about how to rebuild trust—or at least intrigue. He pulled out a blank sheet of paper and began sketching out a plan. His first call had been too direct in its intent, even if he’d tried to mask it with vague wording. The next one needed a softer touch, a reason to keep her on the line longer. He needed to focus on her work as a tutor, her observations about the wealthy families she’d worked for. She’d mentioned she’d stopped tutoring years ago, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t talk about it. If he could keep the conversation neutral, she might drop a piece of information—something he could build on. But how long should he wait? He didn’t want her to think he’d given up, yet a second call too soon would make him seem overeager. He decided on three days. Just enough time to let the initial call settle, but not so much that she’d forget him entirely.
The days dragged. Ashcroft filled them with research, revisiting familiar documents about Silvia Odio and her testimony to the Warren Commission, the committee set up by President Johnson in the aftermath of the Kennedy shooting to supposedly get to the truth. He pored over his notes, searching for patterns he might have missed. The more he read, the more he convinced himself that this was the same Alejandra. 
On the evening of the third day, he sat at his desk again, the phone in front of him. He rehearsed the opening lines in his head, tweaking and refining them until they felt just right. Finally, he dialled the number. The phone rang once. Twice. Three times. He nearly gave up before the soft click of the line being answered.
“Hello?”
Her voice was cautious, as it had been before. “Alejandra,” Ashcroft began, keeping his tone warm and conversational. “This is David Ashcroft again. I hope I’m not catching you at a bad time.” There was a pause, long enough to make him wonder if she’d hang up. Then she spoke, her tone wary. “You’re persistent.” He chuckled lightly. “I’ve been told that before. I hope you’ll forgive me, but our last conversation left me with a lot to think about. I was hoping we might continue it.”
“I told you, I don’t think I’m the person you’re looking for,” she said, her voice firm but less icy than before.
“And you might be right,” he replied, keeping his voice calm. “But I think you have a perspective that could be really valuable. Even if it’s just about your tutoring work and the people you’ve encountered over the years.”
He felt his pulse quicken. He knew this moment was pivotal. Would she stay on the line? Or would she shut him out for good? There was another pause, and he sensed her iciness melt just slightly. “You asked me before if I’d always lived in New York. Why?”
“I was just curious if New York was different to other places,” he replied, trying not to push too hard. Alejandra didn’t respond right away, and he wondered if he’d overstepped again. But then she exhaled, a sound somewhere between a sigh and a laugh.
“Journalists,” she said, almost playfully. “You’re like dogs with bones. Never letting go.”
“I prefer ‘persistent’ over ‘stubborn,’” he replied smoothly. “But you’re not wrong. It comes with the territory.”
“Why?” she asked sharply. “Why me?”
“It’s not as sinister as it sounds,” he reassured her quickly. “I wasn’t searching for you specifically. Your name just happened to match one I’d come across before.”
“In what?”
“Historical records,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “I’m also interested in certain events from the 1960s.”
Alejandra didn’t answer immediately. When she spoke, her voice was cautious but not as cold as before. “You’re not telling me everything.”
“I don’t know everything,” he admitted. “But I’d like to understand more. If you’re willing to talk, I’ll let you decide what you want to share—or not share.”
There was a silence on the line, and he waited, sensing she was weighing her options. Finally, she spoke, her words deliberate. “I’m not sure this is a good idea.” “I understand,” he said softly. “But you haven’t hung up yet. That tells me there’s something you want to say, even if you’re not ready to say it yet.”
She let out a dry laugh, but there was no humour in it. “Maybe I just don’t want you pestering me.”
“Maybe,” he agreed, his tone light. “But something tells me you’d have ignored me altogether if that were the case.”
Alejandra fell silent again, and Ashcroft held his tongue, resisting the urge to fill the void. After a moment, she sighed.
“I’ll think about it,” she said finally. “But don’t call me again. If I want to talk, I’ll call you.”
“I can respect that,” he said. “Thank you for considering it.” He dictated his telephone number to her, and Alejandra put the receiver down before he could say anything else. 
He felt cautiously optimistic. She hadn’t shut him out entirely. That was something.
Ashcroft waited for Alejandra to call him back, his mind preoccupied with their previous conversation. He had left the conversation on a hopeful note, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that he might not hear from her again. He went about his daily routine, trying to focus on his work, but his thoughts kept drifting back to Alejandra. Had he pushed her too hard? Had he scared her off? He checked his phone regularly, wondering if she would call. But there was no word from her.
As the days went by, his optimism began to wane. He started to think that he might have misread the situation entirely. Perhaps Alejandra was genuinely hesitant to talk, or maybe she was still weighing the risks and benefits of sharing her story. But then he would think back to their conversation, and he would remember the way she had hesitated, the way she had seemed to be weighing her options. He would remember the sound of her voice, and he would think that maybe, just maybe, she would call. On the third day, the phone rang. He picked it up, hoping it was Alejandra. 
“Hello?” he said.
“Alejandra Cortez,” she replied, her voice cautious. “I’ve been thinking. I’m willing to talk to you, but I need to make one thing clear: I’m not promising anything. I may not tell you anything at all.”
Ashcroft felt a surge of excitement, mixed with a healthy dose of scepticism. What did she mean? Was she going to open up to him, or was this just another tentative step? He decided to play it cool, to see where the conversation would go. “I understand,” he said. “I just appreciate the opportunity to talk to you.” He began to ask a series of questions he thought would skirt around the issue. “I’ve been researching the South American community in New York, particularly those from more... affluent backgrounds. I’m curious to know more about their attitudes towards other immigrant groups.”
Alejandra’s expression turned guarded, her voice measured. “I’ve told you I’m not sure if I’m the best person to ask about that. I don’t really... mingle with that crowd.”
“Any insight you can provide would be invaluable, Alejandra. Even if it’s just a general observation. For instance, do you think they view other immigrant groups with a sense of camaraderie, or is there a sense of detachment?” Alejandra hesitated. “I... think they’re just very focused on their own community. They have their own social circles, their own charities... they don’t really interact much with others.”
Ashcroft nodded to himself, his pen scratching across his notebook. He tried again. “I see. And do you think this is unique to New York, or is it a more widespread attitude among affluent South American immigrants in the US?”
Alejandra’s pause was longer this time, and for a moment, he thought she wouldn’t respond at all. But then, in a low, almost casual tone, she said, “I think it’s different in other places. Like... the Cubans in Dallas, for example. They seem to... integrate more, I suppose.”
Ashcroft’s ears perked up at the mention of Cubans in Dallas, but he carefully maintained his poise, pretending not to notice the potential slip or change his voice. “That’s fascinating,” he said, “Could you elaborate on what you mean by ‘integrate more’?” Alejandra continued, as if she’d realised she might have said too much. “Nothing, really. Just that... they seem more involved in local politics, more engaged with other communities. But it’s probably just a superficial observation.”
He nodded, trying to keep the conversation light and casual. “I see. Well, it’s interesting that you mention the Cubans in Dallas. I’ve also heard that they have a very strong sense of community there.” Alejandra’s voice was still cautious, but she seemed to be relaxing slightly. “Yes, they do. I knew some people who were very open-minded, very welcoming. Like my friend Silvia, for example.”
Ashcroft’s eyes widened slightly as Alejandra mentioned the name Silvia. He knew exactly who she was talking about -
“Silvia?” he repeated, trying to sound casual despite his growing excitement. “In Dallas?” 
The line went quiet, and for a moment, he thought he’d lost the connection. But then, he heard the sound of Alejandra’s breathing, followed by the click of the phone hanging up.
Ashcroft was left staring at his receiver, his mind racing with possibilities. He had been trying to get Alejandra to open up about her past, and now it seemed like he had stumbled upon something big. He quickly grabbed his notebook and jotted down some notes, his heart still racing with excitement. He tried to call Alejandra back, but the line was busy. He waited for a few minutes, then tried again, but the result was the same. It seemed like Alejandra had hung up on him again, leaving him with more questions than answers. After sitting in silence for a few more minutes, he rose from his desk to put the kettle on. Suddenly, the telephone rang again. He picked it up straight away, and before he could say anything the voice at the end began;
“I’m sorry Mr Ashcroft, that was rude of me. You see… I… “ Her voice trailed off. After a pause, she regained her suspicious tone. 
“What do you actually want to know, Mr Ashcroft?” she asked.
He seized the moment, his confidence building. Since she had apologised and reopened the conversation, he sensed she might not hang up again. He decided to be direct.
“Ms Cortez, are you in some way connected to the events in Dallas in 1963?”

      [image: ]Alejandra had spent the days since David Ashcroft’s initial call cycling through a range of emotions—from mild panic and fear to an overwhelming urge to unburden herself of the story she had kept hidden for decades. The events of November 22, 1963, had haunted her, even as nearly fifty years had passed. Many involved had taken their secrets to the grave, and Alejandra had long stayed silent, reluctant to draw attention to herself.
Since that fateful day, she had tried to forget, yet found herself drawn to every article, every piece of new evidence about the assassination. Her silence had been a mix of self-preservation and hope that the truth would surface without her. But now, as she aged, the burden of knowing weighed heavily. Was it time to set the record straight? Was it time to step out of the shadows? The answer seemed clear, but the thought of those involved in some way who had met untimely ends—through suicides, car accidents, heart attacks—gave her pause.  Even though Ashcroft promised anonymity, could she trust a voice on the phone? Meeting him in person might offer some reassurance. If he was willing to fly to New York, it would at least demonstrate his dedication.
After their first telephone conversation, Alejandra took a bold step. She made her way to the Brooklyn Public Library, driven by a need to learn more about this David Ashcroft from England. Initially uncertain about how to go about her search, she approached the library staff for help. They guided her to a microfiche reader and gave her several sheets of flat film. As she settled into the seat and began scrolling through articles, a picture of Ashcroft began to emerge. The articles and pieces he had written painted him as a man deeply committed to justice and uncovering the truth.
One by one, she read through his work. An in-depth article on abuses in children’s homes stood out, revealing his tenacity and compassion for the vulnerable. Another piece that caught her attention was a strong critique of the newly formed Coalition Government in the UK, particularly because she found herself nodding along in agreement. She was especially struck by an article he had written for The Guardian on the 25th anniversary of the Miners’ Strike in the 1980s. Until then, Alejandra hadn’t known much about that tumultuous period in British history. Ashcroft’s detailed and passionate recounting convinced her that, at least politically, they shared a similar wavelength.

      [image: ]“Yes, I am, Mr Ashcroft, would you like to meet?”






  
  Chapter two
From Artist’s Daughter to CIA Asset


David Ashcroft passed through the customs line at JFK airport smoothly. He hailed a yellow cab with the ease of someone who had spent enough time in cities to know the ropes. As the cab weaved through the evening traffic, Ashcroft allowed himself a moment of calm. The light of the setting sun reflected off the skyscrapers, casting long shadows on the bustling streets. It was 7:00 in the evening, a good time to arrive, he mused. The rush of the workday had passed, but the energy of the city was just beginning to shift. He glanced out the window at the streets crowded with people, taxis, and the occasional delivery truck. There was a strange peace in it, the knowledge that he was finally here, on the edge of a story that had eluded journalists for decades. 
The taxi pulled up outside his small hotel in Manhattan, the neon lights of nearby theatres bright against the dusk. He paid the driver and stepped out onto the pavement, taking a moment to breathe in the crisp evening air. It carried the scent of street food—hot dogs, pretzels, and something spicy wafting from a vendor’s cart a few feet away. The city’s pulse seemed to hum directly beneath his feet as he crossed the street toward the entrance.
Inside, the reception was dimly lit, the soft glow from a few overhead lamps casting shadows across the small lobby. The man behind the desk barely looked up as he approached, too engrossed in the evening paper to offer a greeting. After a quick exchange, Ashcroft took his key and made his way up to the first floor. The room was small but clean, its single bed tucked against one wall, the window overlooking the street below. It wasn’t much, but it would serve its purpose.
After setting his bag on the bed, he stretched, his muscles sore from the long journey. A pang of hunger reminded him it had been hours since his last meal. He considered getting a quick bite to eat, then allowing himself some rest before tomorrow’s meeting. Tomorrow would be the day that he’d finally meet Alejandra Cortez, the woman whose story and whose role in history remained largely hidden. He had no way of knowing what secrets she would reveal, but something told him that his research—his pursuit of the truth—had been leading him to this moment all along. The stakes had never felt higher, but as the sounds of the city filtered in through his window, he couldn’t shake the feeling that this was the start of something significant.
He pulled his portable tape recorder out of his bag and pressed the record button with practiced fingers. The low hum of the machine comforted him as it clicked to life. “Testing… one, two, three,” he muttered, ensuring it was working. Satisfied, he stowed it back in his bag. The familiarity of it all made him feel strangely at ease, though he couldn’t ignore the undercurrent of anticipation. He wasn’t sure what he expected from the next few days, but something told him that when he left, he would not view history the same way again.

      [image: ]The next morning, after a light breakfast, he took another cab, this time headed for Brooklyn. He gave the driver the address written on the scrap of paper in his hand. The journey across the Brooklyn Bridge was quiet, the stillness a contrast to the bustle of the city. 
It wasn’t long before the cab pulled up in front of a modest building in a quieter part of the borough. The brownstone building looked unassuming, as if it had seen better days, but something about it struck Ashcroft as fitting. Alejandra Cortez, a woman whose very presence in the historical record had been overlooked, now lived in a place that matched her unassuming life.
He paid the driver and stepped out, taking a deep breath as he climbed the steps to the front door. He had no idea what to expect. The secrecy surrounding Alejandra was immense. His fingers brushed the recorder in his pocket, the solid feel of it reassuring him. This would be his first meeting with the woman who, perhaps unknowingly, held answers no one else had.
Alejandra answered the door, her face betraying little emotion. She was a woman of her age, the lines on her face carved by decades of experience and loss. Her demeanour, however, was sharp, alert, and gave nothing away.
“Mr Ashcroft,” she said, her voice steady but wary. “Come in.”
The apartment was small but cosy. A few chairs were scattered around, bookshelves filled with old volumes and magazines. There were a few jazz records stacked neatly on the floor. Ashcroft felt an urge to flick through them but restrained himself.
He smiled politely, but she didn’t return the gesture.
“Thank you for agreeing to meet with me,” he said, easing into the seat she gestured to.
Alejandra didn’t immediately reply, but took a seat across from him, quietly sizing him up. She was guarded, he could see that. There was no warmth in her manner, no welcoming of the opportunity to share her story. But she didn’t seem inclined to throw him out either. This was a delicate game, Ashcroft knew. Finally, she spoke, her voice cold but deliberate.
“What do you want from me, Mr Ashcroft?”
He set his recorder on the table between them, pressing it to record. “Do you mind if we record this? I have a terrible memory and my shorthand is often illegible, even to me.”
Alejandra shrugged her shoulders. 
“I’ve spent a little while researching the events of 1963, and you, Ms Cortez, have something I need to understand. Something that could change everything we thought we knew about what happened in Dallas. You mentioned you knew Silvia Odio?”
Alejandra’s expression tightened. She folded her arms securely across her chest, appraising him coolly.
“I’ve spent a lifetime keeping quiet,” she finally said, her words slow and deliberate. “And for good reason.”
“I understand,” Ashcroft replied. “But maybe now is the time to share that story.”
Alejandra didn’t respond immediately. Ashcroft waited, giving her the space she needed. Finally, she sighed, a sound that seemed to come from deep within her, finally conceding the point.
“Very well,” she said. “You want my story? Then you shall have it.”
Alejandra’s voice took on a different tone, a softer edge, as she began to speak. Her cold exterior seemed to melt into something else, as if remembering the past with an uncomfortable clarity.
“I was born in Havana, during the Batista regime,” she began, her voice quiet but steady. “Even as a child, I could see the corruption around me. The government, the police, the mafia—it was a playground for the rich. Meanwhile, my family, like most others, suffered in poverty. My father, Rafael Cortez, was an artist, and although he wasn’t wealthy, he had his pride. He painted for a living, and he had his students. He taught art, and for that, he was respected, at least in certain circles. But that respect didn’t buy food.”
She paused for a moment, her expression hardening as she dragged the memories back to the surface. “We were always hungry,” she continued. “But I didn’t know it then. I thought that was just how life was. That was Cuba, before the revolution.”
Ashcroft leaned forward slightly and moved his tape recorder closer to Alejandra to make sure he didn’t miss a word.
“The revolution,” Alejandra continued, her voice tinged with a mixture of nostalgia and bitterness, “was everything we had hoped for. It was liberation, it was freedom from the corruption that had plagued us for so long. When Batista fled, there was celebration in the streets. The people cheered. We had won.”
Her voice faltered slightly, the memory painful. “But then came the executions, the purges. And the television. Castro put it all on display, making sure the world saw his power. People were executed on live television. My father—he couldn’t understand it. He believed in the revolution, yes, but not in this. Not in this brutality. He didn’t just watch; he couldn’t. He was an artist. And when he saw what Castro was doing to the people—what he was doing to the artists—he knew it wasn’t the future he had fought for.”
Alejandra’s voice lowered, as if speaking of a wound too deep to fully express. “That was when my father decided we had to leave. He wasn’t going to let Castro take him, not alive. Not after what he had seen. He packed up our lives, and we left Cuba.”
The next few hours passed in a blur of memories and revelations. Alejandra spoke of their flight to Washington, of her father’s new life at Georgetown University, and how, even in America, they found themselves outsiders. But it wasn’t until Alejandra began to speak of her first brush with espionage that Ashcroft truly understood the depth of her involvement in the events of the Cold War.
“I was working part-time at the British Embassy,” she explained, “when I was asked to drive a British man and his dog down to Florida. It wasn’t the kind of mission they tell you about in spy novels. It was more… foolhardy. But the man, a boy really, he was working on gathering intelligence on Cuba during the missile crisis. It was dangerous, but I was young. I wanted to help. I wanted to be a part of something bigger.”
Ashcroft nodded, understanding the risks involved. He had read about the British intelligence during the Cuban Missile Crisis. But Alejandra had been there, right in the middle of it.
“And that’s when the CIA noticed me,” she said, her voice colder now, the memories clearly unsettling her. “They wanted to know what I had been up to, and I didn’t have a choice but to tell them. I’m pretty sure they were following me for some time. They just wanted to make sure I was telling them the truth. They said we had similar interests. They wanted Castro gone, just like I did.”
She paused, looking directly at Ashcroft. “But their reasons were different. They didn’t want the revolution to succeed—they wanted to restore the mafia’s control over Cuba. They wanted to turn the island into a playground for the rich again. And they were willing to do whatever it took to achieve that.”
Alejandra’s tone turned distant once more. “I wanted a Cuba without Castro. I wanted a democracy. The CIA said they wanted the same thing. But I learned quickly that they didn’t care about the people of Cuba. They cared about power. And they were willing to use me to get it.”
“I was naïve, Mr Ashcroft. I thought we could work together. But the truth is, they only wanted a puppet. And I was just one of the many who got swept up in the machinery. At first, it seemed like just another opportunity. I thought I could use them, as they were clearly going to use me. But the more I learned about what they wanted, the more I realized I was stepping into a world I couldn’t quite understand.”
She shifted in her seat, her fingers lightly tapping the arm of the chair. “The man who recruited me—Ed Rourke—he was more than just a charming face. I began to suspect that he knew far more than he was letting on. There was something in his manner, the way he spoke of Cuba, the way he spoke of Castro, like he had a personal stake in all of it. But at that time, I couldn’t place it. I
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