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THEY WERE, BY ANY DEFINITION, one of history’s most remarkable couples: he the handsome, dynamic young president whose wit, charm, and idealistic fervor captured the world’s imagination; she the young wife and mother whose beauty, style, and elegance made her one of the most admired first ladies in American history. By the time it all ended with gunshots in Texas on November 22, 1963, Jack and Jackie Kennedy were irrefutably the First Couple of the World.

In the immediate aftermath of Dallas, Jackie’s quiet strength and natural dignity—her gallantry, historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr. called it—were the glue that held the nation together. What did not endure, however, was the glittering fairy tale conjured up by Jackie as a way to preserve her husband’s legacy. By the turn of the new century, the flood of revelations concerning JFK’s reckless private life washed away what little remained of the Camelot myth.

The ultimate question remains: On that day in Dallas fifty years ago when Jack was shot to death with Jackie at his side, did they truly love each other? After the affairs, the humiliations, the triumphs, and tragedies both known and unknown to the public, had they finally come together?

Together, they had survived his life-threatening illnesses, his unfettered infidelity, the death of one parent and the crippling stroke of another, a miscarriage, a stillbirth, a difficult delivery that nearly killed both mother and child, and the loss of their son Patrick. Incredibly, over the course of their marriage, either the president or his first lady were administered the last rites at least six times—a little-known statistic that spoke volumes about what they had suffered through, and triumphed over, in private.

It is no wonder we are still fascinated by them. They were impossibly attractive, outlandishly rich, brilliant, passionate, exciting—and deliciously complicated. Power, sex, mystique, money, and glamour—not to mention the dreams and aspirations of an entire generation—were embodied in the charismatic young couple who occupied the White House for a thousand days. Yet it is the bittersweet account of how they came together in their final year as a couple that really makes theirs a love story for the ages.
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IT WAS A SCENE REPLAYED on more than a dozen occasions—at Hyannis Port, in the White House, wherever President Kennedy gathered with family and friends to unwind.

“Red,” he asked his old Navy buddy Paul “Red” Fay, “sing ‘Hooray for Hollywood.’ ”

And with that, Fay burst into a slightly off-key, window-rattling version of the song while the boisterous crowd laughed and clapped. Afterward, Jack’s youngest brother, Ted, led everyone in singing “Heart of My Heart.”

Until that moment, the president had been silent. “Do you know ‘September Song’?” JFK asked Ted’s wife, Joan, who was at the piano. She played the chorus twice, and then Jack began to sing the melancholy standard that tells the bittersweet story of a middle-aged man facing his own mortality.

This night, the normally boisterous crowd fell silent as Jack looked over at Jackie with tears welling in his eyes and sang the final lines:

Oh, the days dwindle down to a precious few.

September, November!

And these few precious days I’ll spend with you . . .


Jack was the love of my life. No one will ever know a big part of me died with him.

—JACKIE
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Of all the women I’ve ever known, there was only one I could have married—and I married her.

—JACK
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“Jack, Jack, Jack! Can You Hear Me?”

DALLAS

NOVEMBER 22, 1963

12:30 P.M.

She would always remember the roses. Three times that day before they got to Dallas, she feigned delight as someone presented her with the yellow roses for which Texas was so famous. “Only in Dallas,” Jackie said, “I was given red roses. How funny, I thought—red roses for me.” Soon, the backseat of their car would be strewn with blood-soaked rose petals—a surreal image she would never be able to erase from her mind. But for now, as they basked in the noonday sunlight and cheers from the crowds that lined the streets, Jack and Jackie seemed happier—and closer—than they had ever been.

The forty-six-year-old president and his thirty-four-year-old first lady exchanged one final glance. And then, in an instant, it all ended.

The look on Jack’s still-boyish face the moment the first bullet struck him in the back of the neck, severing his windpipe and exiting his throat, would haunt Jackie’s dreams for the rest of her life. “He looked puzzled,” she later said. “I remember he looked as if he just had a slight headache.”

For a split second, Jackie thought the crack she had heard was the sound of a motorcycle backfiring—until she realized she was watching, as if in slow motion, the president’s head begin to pull apart. “I could see a piece of his skull coming off,” she recalled. “It was flesh-colored, not white. I can see this perfectly clean piece detaching itself from his head. Then he slumped in my lap.”

Texas governor John Connally, riding in the jumpseat in front of the president, had also been seriously wounded. “Oh no, no, no,” he yelled, “they’re going to kill us all!” Connally’s wife, Nellie, who with her husband was now covered with blood and bits of brain matter from JFK’s head wound, looked back at the first lady. “I have his brains,” Jackie said as she sat staring for a full seven seconds, “in my hands!”

The driver of the presidential limousine floored the accelerator, and the “sensation of enormous speed” gave Jackie a sudden jolt of adrenaline. It also nearly dislodged Secret Service agent Clint Hill from his tenuous perch on the rear step; ever since the first shot rang out, Hill, who had been riding in the backup car, had sprinted to catch up. He finally reached the president’s Lincoln just as the third shot struck, spraying Hill as well with bits of bone and brain matter.

What Hill then witnessed along with a breathless nation was something Jackie herself would not remember. Numb with shock and panic, Jackie clambered onto the slippery trunk of the Lincoln. To many, it appeared that she was trying to reach out to Agent Hill and pull him onto the car. In fact, she was grasping for a large chunk of the president’s skull. Terrified that the first lady would now tumble off the back of the speeding vehicle, Hill pushed her back into her seat as the shard from JFK’s skull flew into the street.

With the 190-pound Hill now sprawled over her, trying to act as a human shield for both the president and the first lady, Jackie cradled her husband’s shattered head in her lap. She pressed down on the top with her white-gloved hands, she said later, “to keep the brains in.”

Jackie’s head was down, her face only inches from the president’s. She was struck by the “pink-rose ridges” inside his broken skull, she later said, and the fact that despite everything, from the hairline down, “his head was so beautiful. I tried to hold the top of his head down, maybe I could keep it in . . . but I knew he was dead.” So did the crowds that lined the street. “He’s dead! He’s dead!” she could hear people shouting as the motorcade sped to Parkland Memorial Hospital.

Jackie clung to the slimmest hope that maybe there was life there still, a latent if quickly ebbing consciousness. “Jack, Jack, Jack! Can you hear me?” she whispered over and over into his ear. The president’s blue eyes were wide open in a fixed stare. “I love you, Jack,” Jackie said. “I love you.”

Although she later said it “seemed like an eternity,” it took just seven minutes before the car screeched to a halt outside the emergency room entrance at Parkland. Hill, a fellow Secret Service agent named Roy Kellerman, and JFK’s longtime aide Dave Powers were about to lift the president onto a waiting stretcher, but Jackie, still cradling Jack’s head, refused.

“Please, Mrs. Kennedy,” Hill said. “We must get the president to a doctor.”

“I’m not letting him go, Mr. Hill,” she said. “You know he’s dead. Leave me alone.” Hill understood what was happening: Jackie did not want the world to see the gaping crater in her husband’s skull. Struggling to control his own emotions, Hill whipped off the jacket of his black suit and wrapped it around the president’s head.

Jackie ran alongside the gurney as her husband was wheeled into the hospital; she held Hill’s jacket in place so that it wouldn’t slip to reveal the gruesome truth. “It wasn’t repulsive to me for one moment,” she said. “Nothing was repulsive to me, and I was running behind with the coat covering it . . .”

Incredibly, Jack had a faint pulse and was still breathing when he was admitted to Parkland Hospital, simply as “Case 24740, white male, gunshot wound.” Inside Trauma Room 1 a team of doctors, soon joined by White House physician Admiral George Burkley, immediately began administering massive blood transfusions.

Suddenly two burly men in scrubs blocked Jackie’s path and began trying to pull her away. “Mrs. Kennedy,” one of them said, “you come with us.” But Jackie had other ideas. Nine years earlier, she had been kept away from Jack when he nearly died following one of his back surgeries. “They’re never going to keep me away from him again,” she told herself then.

This time, Jackie was standing her ground. The “big Texas interns wanted to take me away from him,” she later said. “They kept trying to get me, they kept trying to grab me.” This time things would be different. “I’m not leaving him,” she declared, softly at first. Then she raised her voice only slightly—but just enough to make the interns back away. “I am not leaving,” she told them.

No one seemed to notice that during all this time, Jackie had her left hand cupped over something she held in her right. As Parkland’s chief anesthesiologist, Dr. Marion Jenkins, stood outside Trauma Room 1, the first lady nudged him with her left elbow. Then, carefully, she handed Jenkins what the doctor could only describe as “a good-sized chunk of the president’s brain. She didn’t say a word. I handed it to the nurse.”

One of the uniformed Dallas police officers who had escorted the motorcade offered Jackie a cigarette. She had always managed to conceal her heavy smoking habit from the press and never smoked in public, but none of that mattered now.

Ten minutes later, the same patrolman fetched folding chairs for the first lady and Nellie Connally, whose husband was being treated for his nonfatal bullet wounds in Trauma Room 2. The two women sat in total silence while Powers and White House Chief of Staff Kenneth P. O’Donnell paced the floor.

The night before as they were going to bed, Jackie had told her husband that she “hated” John Connally because he had been bragging about how he was more popular in Texas than the president. “I just can’t bear his soft, weak mouth and his sitting there saying all these great things about himself,” she complained. “It seems so rude. I really hate him.” But Jack, who unlike Jackie never held a grudge, rubbed her back and tried to calm her down. “You mustn’t say that,” he told her. “If you start to say or think that you hate someone, then the next day you’ll act as if you hate him. You mustn’t say that about people.” What struck Jackie about that moment, she recalled, was that he “said it so kindly . . . Jack never stayed mad at someone. Never!”

Powers, “too numb” to say anything himself, choked back tears at the sight of Jackie sitting in her gore-splattered pink wool suit. Staring straight ahead, she periodically brought the cigarette to her mouth, revealing that the president’s blood had stained her white kid gloves a deep crimson.

Suddenly she was gripped by the possibility that Jack might survive. “Maybe he isn’t dead,” she thought. “He’s going to live!” After all, Jack had cheated death at least three times during their marriage. Of course, if he survived this time, he would be severely brain-damaged. When a stroke left his father, Joseph P. Kennedy, partially paralyzed and unable to speak, Jack let Jackie know in no uncertain terms where he stood. “Don’t ever,” he told her, “let that happen to me.” Now faced with options that were far worse, Jackie began bargaining with the Almighty: “Please, don’t let him die. I’ll take care of him every day of his life. I’ll make him happy.”

The moment of self-delusion passed as swiftly as it came. She didn’t want to be sitting in a corridor waiting; Jackie wanted to be at her husband’s side. She got up and headed for Trauma l, only to encounter the hulking presence of head nurse Doris Nelson standing in the doorway. Nelson grabbed Jackie by both shoulders. “You can’t come in here,” she said.

“I’m going to get in that room,” Jackie replied firmly. Admiral Burkley came out of the room and offered her a sedative. “No,” she said without hesitation. “I want to be in there when he dies.”

Burkley relented. As they pushed through the swinging door into the trauma room, Jackie witnessed the medical team’s final, futile effort to revive the president. The floor was covered with Jack’s blood. Looking up from the operating table, chief surgeon Dr. Malcolm Perry shouted, “Get her out of here!”

“It’s her prerogative,” Burkley argued. “It’s her prerogative.”

“No,” Perry shot back. “She has got to leave. Mrs. Kennedy, you must leave.”

For the first time that day, the preternaturally cool Mrs. Kennedy lost her temper. “I will not leave,” she said. “It’s my husband. His blood, his brains, are all over me.” Then, as Perry returned to his work, Jackie dropped down on one knee and said a brief, silent prayer. When she got back up, the front of her skirt was drenched with blood from the floor.

At 1 p.m., Dr. Jenkins pulled a white sheet over Jack’s face while another member of the medical team, Dr. Kemp Clark, was given the onerous task of informing Jackie that the president was dead. “Your husband,” he told her, “has sustained a fatal wound.”

Unable to speak, Jackie mouthed two words in response: “I know.”

The room fell silent as Jackie walked up to Jack’s body. She scanned the length of the operating table, and noticed one of his feet was sticking out, looking “whiter than the sheet.” Instinctively, she took the exposed foot in her hand, knelt down, and gently kissed it.

What happened next stunned everyone. Jackie pulled the sheet back to expose Jack’s face and shoulders. His eyes were open, she later said, “and his mouth was so beautiful.” According to Dr. Jenkins, Jackie then began kissing Jack again—starting with his exposed foot and then, through the sheet, slowly, deliberately, working her way up. “She kissed his foot, his leg, thigh, chest, and then his lips.” During this entire process, Jenkins recalled, “she didn’t say a word.” The process had left everyone in the room “feeling as if the wind had been knocked out of us. It was the most moving thing,” Jenkins said, “any of us had ever seen.”

Father Oscar Huber had rushed to the hospital from nearby Holy Trinity Church and now feared he might pass out at any moment. Steeling himself, Huber stepped up to perform the last rites. Another physician guided Jackie’s hand to her husband’s under the sheet, and she held it while Father Huber annointed the slain president’s forehead with holy oil and bestowed the Apostolic Blessing in Latin. When he was finished, the priest dabbed the oil with cotton, then tried to conceal it from Jackie when he realized the swab was drenched in the president’s blood.

She returned to the hallway and settled back into her little folding chair with a cigarette while orderlies washed Jack’s body so it could be placed in a bronze coffin for the trip back to Washington, D.C. aboard Air Force One. A nurse materialized with a cold towel, and Jackie held it to her forehead to keep from passing out. “You must make sure,” she told O’Donnell, “that I get in there before they close the coffin. I must see him.”

O’Donnell led Jackie back into Trauma Room 1 just a few minutes later. There was still blood on the floor, but Jack’s pale skin had been wiped completely clean. Four orderlies carefully lifted the president’s naked body off the table and slowly lowered it into the coffin lined with white satin.

She was struck by how Jack, who had always seemed so much larger than life, now seemed “so small and fragile.” She also noticed that, as one of his longtime physicians had pointed out, the left side of his body was smaller than the right. “The left side of his face was smaller,” said back specialist Dr. Janet Travell. “His left shoulder was lower, and his left leg appreciably shorter”—a congenital condition that may have been the root cause of his lifelong back trouble.

Jackie’s eyes widened as she began tugging at the white kid gloves that were now caked with her husband’s blood. Finally, one of the policemen there stepped forward to help her pull them off. JFK never wore a wedding ring, so Jackie slipped hers over the bare finger on his left hand. The ring was also smeared with blood, and a nurse stepped forward to quickly sponge off the ring and the president’s hand. “It’s the right thing to do,” O’Donnell reassured her. (Almost immediately Jackie began doubting whether she could bear parting with the simple gold band she had worn for a decade. Later that night at Bethesda Naval Hospital, O’Donnell instructed Admiral Burkley to remove the ring from Jack’s finger and return it to Jackie.)

Before the casket was closed, Burkley handed Jackie two blood-soaked red roses that had fallen inside the president’s shirt after the bullets struck. She handed one of the bloody stems back to Burkley. “This,” he told her as he held up the rose, “is the greatest treasure of my life.”

It would not be until Air Force One was winging its way back to Washington with Lyndon Baines Johnson sworn in as the new president that she finally began to unravel. She was seated next to Kenny O’Donnell at the rear of the plane, just opposite the casket, when Burkley came back and asked yet again if Jackie didn’t want to change out of her bloody clothes.

“No!” she insisted. “I want them to see what they’ve done. I want them to see what they’ve done.”

Once Burkley had slunk back to the front of the cabin, Jackie and O’Donnell looked at each other and, O’Donnell said, “she finally lost it. For the very first time that day, she allowed herself to cry.”

Jackie sobbed for a full ten minutes, her poignant cries audible to the other passengers over the whine of the jet engines. Regaining her composure, she turned to O’Donnell. “Oh, it’s happened,” Jackie said.

“It’s happened,” answered O’Donnell, who with Powers was a leading member of Kennedy’s fabled “Irish Mafia” of political cronies. Powers had already broken down several times in front of Jackie, but O’Donnell, whose eyes were red-rimmed from crying in private, struggled to hold it together.

“Oh, Kenny,” Jackie said, choking back her tears, “what’s going to happen?”

“You want to know something, Jackie?” O’Donnell answered. “I don’t give a damn.”

“Oh, you’re right, you know,” she said. “You’re right. Just nothing matters but what you’ve lost.”

“Well, I know what I’m going to do,” O’Donnell said. “I’m having a Scotch, and I think you would have one, too.”

Jackie’s drink of choice was champagne; as the daughter of an alcoholic with a special fondness for hard drink, she had always been wary of whiskey. She remembered that Jack preferred beer—Heineken—but when he did drink Scotch he always asked for Ballantine’s. “I’ve never even tasted Scotch before,” she told O’Donnell. “Now,” she added, “is as good a time as any to start.” Staring at what she later described as “that long, long coffin,” Jackie and O’Donnell both downed one triple, then another. “A lot of people were drinking,” LBJ aide Jack Valenti recalled. “But honestly, everyone on that plane was in such a state of profound shock and disbelief the alcohol seemed to have no effect.”

Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy was having lunch with guests at Hickory Hill, his Virginia estate, when FBI director J. Edgar Hoover called with the news that the president had been shot. Thirty minutes later, Clint Hill telephoned Bobby to confirm that his brother was dead.“Those poor children!” Bobby’s wife Ethel cried when he told her that Jack and Jackie’s children, Caroline and John, were now fatherless.

That afternoon five-year-old “Lyric” (Caroline’s code name; the president was “Lancer,” Jackie “Lace,” and John, “Lark”) sat beaming in the backseat of a family friend’s station wagon, headed for her very first sleepover. Behind the wheel was the mother of Caroline’s best friend. As soon as the terrible news blared over the radio she pulled to the side of the road. “We have a news bulletin,” the announcer said. “This just in—President Kennedy has been shot.” The driver switched off the radio and checked out her daughter and Caroline in the rearview mirror.

Caroline, her small suitcase at her feet and her favorite pink teddy bear in her lap, was still chatting excitedly with her friend. Maybe she hadn’t heard, the driver thought. But she had.

A black Ford sedan driven by a member of the Secret Service “Kiddie Detail”—those agents assigned to protect the president’s children—pulled up behind the station wagon, and soon Caroline was heading back to the White House (code name “Chateau”) in their car. The little girl gave the agent a quizzical look, grabbed her suitcase, and said goodbye to her bewildered friend. As the Secret Service car headed for 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, a passing driver spotted Caroline in the unmarked car and, having heard what had happened in Dallas, apparently assumed JFK’s daughter was being abducted. After a wild chase through congested rush hour traffic, Caroline arrived safely back at the White House.

Neither she nor her brother would be there for long. As soon as Bobby called Janet Auchincloss with the horrible news, Jackie’s famously meddlesome mother (Jack thought it hilarious that Janet’s children called her, or anyone, “Mummy”) made the unilateral decision to have Caroline and John brought to the Auchincloss house in Georgetown to spend the night.

Joined by their British nanny, Maud Shaw, John and Caroline were playing in the living room of their grandmother’s house when Jackie’s sixteen-year-old half brother, Jamie Auchincloss, bounded in. “Uncle Jamie! Uncle Jamie!” John yelled as he dashed about the room playing with his toy helicopter. Jamie assumed his mother or someone had told them what had happened, but it quickly became obvious no one had. “I thought, ‘Why tell her now?’ ” recalled Jamie, who got down on the floor and began playing with his niece and nephew. “Why not let her have a few more hours of blissful innocence?”

At one point, Caroline leapt to her feet and dashed into the kitchen for a cookie. What she saw was several Secret Service agents glued to the television set in the kitchen. One of the agents blocked the screen, but too late. When she came back into the living room, said Jamie, “Caroline’s mood had changed. She turned very quiet.”

On the ground at Andrews Air Force Base, Jackie was met by Jack’s brother Bobby. It had been up to Bobby to break the news to all the family members, with the exception of Caroline and John. Jackie, overwhelmed with the day’s events and obviously still in a state of shock, had said nothing about the children yet. Right now she was focused on staying at her husband’s side. After Jack’s coffin was loaded into a waiting hearse, she and Bobby slid in the back.

During the forty-minute ride from Andrews to Bethesda, Jackie recounted in vivid detail the events of the day. Once they arrived, she repeated the story for the small group that had come to offer her comfort: old friends Nancy Tuckerman, Martha and Charlie Bartlett and Tony and Ben Bradlee, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, Jackie’s mother, and her stepfather, Hugh D. (“Uncle Hughdie”) Auchincloss II.

Making what Ben Bradlee called a “strangely graceful arc” with her right hand as she described how “that part of the president’s head had been blown away by one bullet,” Jackie moved trancelike from one stunned person to the next. All the while, Bradlee said, Jackie’s eyes were “still wide open with horror.” All listened in numb shock as Jackie, still “amazingly calm,” as Bradlee put it, relived the day’s events over and over again. “Even if you didn’t want to hear it,” Charlie Bartlett said, “you knew she had to tell it.”

Perhaps even more startling was the manner in which Jackie turned the tables on those who had come to console her. Instead, she insisted on comforting them. “Oh Dave, you have been with Jack all these years,” she had already told Powers on the plane. “What will you do now?” She asked the same question of her secretary, Pamela Turnure, the Jackie look-alike who had once been her husband’s lover. And to her girlhood chum Nancy Tuckerman, just hired to be Jackie’s social secretary: “Poor Tucky. You came all the way down from New York to take this job and now it’s all over. It’s so sad.”

All the while, Jackie resisted any effort to get her to change out of her blood-spattered suit. She had often joked with her friends about her compulsive need to change out of her clothes if she saw even the tiniest spot. Now she wore her stained Chanel proudly. Martha Bartlett took her husband aside. “It’s as though,” she told him as they watched Jackie talk, “she doesn’t want the day to end.”

Janet Auchincloss was surprised, then, when her daughter suddenly turned to her and asked, “Where are the children?”

“They are with Jamie at our house,” she answered.

“What,” Jackie wanted to know, “are they doing there?”

Janet, who was used to making executive decisions on her own, nevertheless claimed Jackie had sent her a message from Air Force One saying she wanted the children taken to their grandparents’ home.

There was no question in Jackie’s mind that her mother was making it all up. “But,” she said, “I never sent such a message.” In fact, Jackie was anything but pleased that her mother had interfered with the children’s normal routine.

“The best thing for them,” Jackie said, “would be to stay in their own rooms with their own things so their lives can be as normal as possible.” Janet realized she had made a terrible mistake. “Mummy, my God,” Jackie added, her voice rising in anger, “those poor children. Their lives shouldn’t be disrupted now, of all times!”

Jackie’s remarks sent Janet scurrying for the nearest phone. Within minutes, Maud Shaw was bundling Caroline and John into a White House limousine for the ride back home. “I knew their lives had changed forever,” said Uncle Jamie, who waved goodbye as the car pulled away from the Auchincloss mansion. “But then so had everyone’s.”
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WHAT JACKIE WANTED FOR HER children that one last fateful night was something that she had struggled against formidable odds to achieve throughout her marriage: a happy, normal family life—or at least a convincing imitation of it.

This was not something either Jack or Jackie had known they were capable of achieving, or even wanted. In his scramble to the summit of power, Jack had scarcely proven himself to be a model husband. Jackie, living out her girlhood desire to be “part of a great man’s life,” had been willing to put up with Jack’s faithlessness so long as she was not the object of public humiliation—and in the abiding belief that she was the only woman he really loved.

When she first set foot in the White House as America’s first lady, Jackie could not have dreamed that this would be where she and Jack would come closest to fulfilling her dream of a happy marriage. “I said to myself, ‘It will be such a goldfish bowl. With the Secret Service and everybody here, I’ll never see my husband. It will ruin our marriage.’ ”

Soon she realized the opposite was true. “I remember thinking, ‘What was the matter with me?’ It was when we were the closest,” she said. “I hadn’t realized the physical closeness of having his office in the same building and seeing him so many times a day.” For all the soaring triumphs, soul-testing trials, and crushing tragedies that would befall them during this historic time, Jack and Jackie would finally bridge the yawning emotional chasm between them only within the walls of the White House.

“It was,” Jackie said without hesitation, “the happiest time of my life.”


When they got to the White House, they fell in love all over again.

—OLEG CASSINI, LONGTIME FRIEND OF BOTH JACK AND JACKIE
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Jackie loved him. Jack loved her. Maybe for different reasons . . .

—JACQUES LOWE, JFK’S PERSONAL PHOTOGRAPHER AND FRIEND
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“The President Says if You Don’t Hurry, He’ll Fall Asleep”

THE WHITE HOUSE

ALMOST ANY DAY JACK AND JACKIE

WERE IN RESIDENCE

“Okay, George,” the president said as his longtime valet George Thomas rapped four times on the door of the first lady’s bedroom. Jackie stirred beside him. “We hear you. We’re awake.” And so their day began with the soft-spoken, gray-haired Thomas waking the president promptly at 7:45 a.m. It was a routine the family quickly settled into, and it seldom varied during their thousand days in the White House.

Although Jack and Jackie slept together in her bedroom most nights, the president maintained his own quarters as well—a particularly practical arrangement in the Kennedys’ case, since Jack’s persistent back problems often made it necessary for him to sleep on a special rock-hard mattress prescribed by his physician. An electric heating pad was never far from reach on the nightstand.

The first couple’s bedrooms said much about their personalities—and the nature of their relationship. Jackie’s chandeliered French provincial bedroom was decorated in hues of powder blue and green, with a leopard-skin throw tossed in for drama. A couch upholstered in beige silk faced the fireplace, and large windows draped in silk framed the South Lawn. The first lady’s king-sized canopy bed was actually two beds pushed together—a soft mattress for Jackie and a firm one better suited to Jack’s problematic back.

Separated from the first lady’s boudoir by a walk-in closet that also contained their stereo system—“the old Victrola” they brought with them from their first home in Georgetown—the president’s white-walled bedroom was dominated by Harry Truman’s immense mahogany four-poster. Jackie selected a simple blue-and-white design for the linens and drapes, and picked a single painting to adorn the wall: Childe Hassam’s iconic Flag Day. Tucked off in one corner of the room was Jack’s favorite Carolina rocker, which the first lady had padded and upholstered for maximum comfort.

While Jackie remained curled up under the blankets, her husband crawled out of bed, shed his pajamas, wrapped a towel around his waist, and ambled across the hall toward his bedroom and the warm bath that Thomas was already drawing for him. “He was the most unselfconscious man I’ve ever seen,” Jackie once said of her husband’s penchant for walking around in various states of undress within the confines of home. “He would walk around with just a towel on, and if it fell off or something, he’d just put it back on. So Jack was just always so natural. . . . Poor Nixon,” Jackie would then add about the nervous tics that plagued her husband’s presidential rival. “He had such a disadvantage, you know, he would sweat and everything.”

Oddly, in the morning hours Jack and Jackie rarely saw each other. His first conversation of the day was always with his valet. “Good Morning, George,” Jack said as he began rifling through the four morning newspapers Thomas always spread out at the foot of his bed.

A native of Berryville, Virginia, and a grandson of slaves, Thomas was still in his thirties and working for Pulitzer Prize–winning New York Times columnist Arthur Krock when Jack first ran for Congress in 1946. Krock’s longtime friend, Joseph P. Kennedy, casually remarked to the esteemed journalist that his bachelor son was accustomed to being cared for by family servants and probably could use one of his own. Krock, who also owed Joe a not unsubstantial sum of money, jumped at the chance to repay his debt to the powerful patriarch by “giving” his valet to the young Kennedy. For the next sixteen years, George Thomas was a constant presence in Jack’s life—and an eyewitness to some of the most intimate moments in the Kennedy marriage.

For the next half hour, the president shaved in the tub to save time, then settled back in the soapy water and pored over the morning newspapers and classified documents. “It was not at all unusual,” said White House Press Secretary Pierre Salinger, “to get a sheet of paper from him that was soaking wet.”

[image: art]

THOMAS, MEANWHILE, LAID OUT JACK’S first suit of the day. Over the course of an average day, JFK would change all of his clothes—from underwear on out—at least four times, often wearing as many as six shirts in a single twenty-four-hour period. Jack owned eighteen suits, all purchased by his father from Brooks Brothers. His underwear—JFK preferred white boxers—was also from Brooks Brothers, made exclusively for the store by D. & G. Anderson of Scotland. Jack’s shirts were custom-made by Charles Dillon shirtmakers of 444 Park Avenue, New York, his ties by Christian Dior and Givenchy, his hand-sewn size-ten-and-a-half shoes and his size-thirty-four belts by Farnsworth-Reed. Thomas placed the president’s gold Cartier watch with black leather band on the nightstand, alongside the three-foot-long custom-made shoehorn that enabled JFK to slip into his shoes—without having to bend down.

From the first day he went to work for Jack, then a first-time candidate for Massachusetts’s Eleventh Congressional District, Thomas realized his duties would far transcend those of an ordinary valet. Suffering from the second in what would be a long series of botched back surgeries, Jack was emaciated and drawn as he hobbled from one campaign event to another. After a particularly grueling day, he collapsed—but only after he had managed to shake thousands of hands while marching in Boston’s annual Bunker Hill Day Parade.

One campaign worker, Robert Lee, remembered that Jack “turned yellow and blue. He appeared to me as a man who had probably had a heart attack.” Lee and Thomas scooped Jack up, carried him to a second-floor apartment, stripped off his clothes, and sponged him down. An ambulance was called, and George Thomas rode with Jack to the hospital. There would be countless such incidents over the years, and there were still times when Jack’s pain was so intense that Thomas, now fifty-five, had to help the younger man—Jack was just forty-three when he became the youngest man ever elected president—into his clothes.

At 8:15 a.m., while the president still soaked in the tub, Maud Shaw knocked tentatively on the outer door to the president’s bedroom. More Mrs. Doubtfire than Mary Poppins, the Kennedys’ nanny had been caring for Caroline since she was eleven days old and still in the hospital. Breast-feeding, not particularly in vogue in the 1950s, was something that few society moms practiced, and Jackie was no exception. Like her mother before her, Jackie also felt that giving the baby her bottle or changing a diaper were tasks best left to the professionals. “If one of them was holding the baby and that smell began wafting up,” recalled close Kennedy friend Chuck Spalding, “well, it was, ‘Maud . . . oh, MAUD!’ and they held that kid at arm’s length until they could hand her over. But that was the way they’d been brought up—with servants always sort of appearing out of nowhere to clean things up. They weren’t your average people, and they weren’t your average parents either.”

At least Jack tried. During Shaw’s first week on the job, he told her he wanted to give Caroline her bottle. “He asked me to stand quite near him,” she said, “in case he dropped her.” Within five minutes, the president grew bored. “Miss Shaw,” he said, handing the baby back to her nanny, “how have you got the patience to feed the child all this bottle?”

Yet no one, least of all Miss Shaw, doubted Jack’s total devotion to Caroline. When the Kennedys lived in a narrow brick townhouse on Georgetown’s N Street, Jack wasted no time bounding upstairs to the nursery as soon as he came home. “That child always smiled for him when she never did for anybody else,” the nanny said. “Right from the very beginning, he loved her and she adored him.”

During the 1960 presidential campaign and long summer weekends spent at the Kennedy family compound in Hyannis Port, all Daddy had to do was clap his hands twice to summon his daughter. “As soon as Caroline heard that first clap,” said presidential press secretary Pierre Salinger, “she took off like a rocket.” The memory of her father’s sharp hand clap would linger in Caroline’s memory always, as would the sound of Jack’s voice as he called out the pet name he and only he had for her: Buttons.

Of course, Caroline wasn’t the only child in the Kennedy White House. Each morning Nanny Shaw awoke in her small room strategically situated between Caroline and the room occupied by John Jr., who was three years his sister’s junior. The children’s suite of rooms was just opposite the Yellow Oval Room, with its doors opening onto the Truman Balcony, and Jackie had gone to great pains to erase all traces of the drab, dated hotel décor favored by the Eisenhowers and the Trumans before them.

John’s spacious nursery was white—like his father’s bedroom—with blue crown molding, while Caroline’s was done in white and pink, with matching rosebud drapes and linens, a white canopy bed, stuffed animals, rocking horses, an ornate dollhouse (a gift from French president Charles de Gaulle), and a Grandma Moses hanging on one wall. Their nanny’s room had all the charm of a hall closet. “Maud Shaw won’t need much,” Jackie had written chief White House usher J. B. West before moving in. “Just find a wicker wastebasket for her banana peels and a little table for her false teeth at night.”

Once she had made sure the children had brushed their teeth and were bathed and dressed, Shaw brought them over to say good morning to their father. After knocking on the president’s door—by this time JFK had finished shaving—Shaw waited in the hallway while Caroline and John dashed past Harry Truman’s four-poster and into the bathroom.

“Daddy! Daddy!” Caroline and John shouted in unison as they ran up to the tub. Jack exuberantly greeted each with a kiss, oblivious to the fact that ink from soaked State Department cables was running down his arm and into the bathwater.

In preparation for their arrival, Jack always kept a dozen yellow rubber duckies lined up on the edge of the tub. “Here you are, John,” the president said, plucking a duck from the lineup and handing it to his wide-eyed son. “Let’s see if this little guy floats upside down!”

Caroline, meantime, ran back into her father’s room and turned the television on full blast. “You could hear it booming right down the hall,” recalled Nanny Shaw, “and it always made the Secret Service agents laugh. The president grew up in the middle of a big, noisy family, and he just loved the commotion—you could see the delight on his face.”

Ten minutes later, JFK, now wearing a dress shirt and boxer shorts, sat down in front of a tray and tore into his usual hearty breakfast: two soft-boiled eggs prepared to his specifications in a double boiler, bacon, toast, and orange juice. Thomas poured the president’s coffee, which he took with cream and at least three teaspoons of sugar. “Nauseating,” Jackie once said of the concoction, “but Jack had an enormous sweet tooth.”

While their daddy went over his schedule for the day, Caroline and John were sprawled on the floor, transfixed by the morning cartoons—Rocky and His Friends, Huckleberry Hound, Yogi Bear—that blared from the bulky black-and-white television set.

At 9 a.m. they switched to TV exercise pioneer Jack LaLanne, and Jack would clap and count out the repetitions as Caroline and John imitated LaLanne’s spirited repertoire of squats, push-ups, lunges, and jumping jacks. Depending on how bad his back was that day, the president would join John and Caroline in stretches and attempts to touch his toes, but for the most part he simply reveled in rolling around on the floor with his children.

On rare occasions Jackie, who seldom rose before nine, came over to watch. “He loved those children tumbling around with him,” she said, “in this sort of—sensual is the only way I can think of it. . . . He needed that time with them, he was just so completely crazy about them.”

The children were just winding down their exercise routine as Daddy slipped into one of the two-button, European-cut suits picked out for him by George Thomas. He then took Caroline and John by the hand and asked them to walk him to the Oval Office. On their way, they popped in to see Mommy, who by this time was usually eating her breakfast of white toast and coffee served on a tray in her bedroom.

Once the president was seated behind his desk, Miss Shaw whisked John away for a morning nap. Caroline, meanwhile, headed for the little school Jackie had set up in the third-floor solarium for her children as well as sixteen others—the offspring of White House staffers and several close friends. The invitation-only White House School boasted two teachers and a kindergarten and first-grade curriculum that included American history, hygiene, arithmetic, and French. Jackie had no trouble coming up with the colors for the school uniforms: red, white, and blue.

Ninety minutes later, the children were scampering about the White House grounds during morning recess—all under the watchful eye of two Secret Service agents, Nanny Shaw, and White House schoolteachers Alice Grimes and Elizabeth Boyd. As soon as he heard the sound of the children’s voices, the president stopped whatever he was doing and stepped out into the garden. “He’d clap his hands,” Jackie recalled, “and all the little things from school would come running.”

Not even the president, however, could trump the teachers’ authority. When JFK kept reaching into his pocket and doling out candy to Caroline and her best friend, Mary Warner, Grimes complained that he was being unfair to the other children. From that point on Kennedy’s devoted secretary, Evelyn Lincoln, always kept a glass jar filled with pink and blue rock candy on her desk as well as an entire box of Barricini chocolates in a drawer. This was more than enough for all of Caroline’s classmates and for John, who invariably toddled in with Miss Shaw to bang on Mrs. Lincoln’s typewriter for a few minutes before heading off for lunch at 12:30.

For her part, Jackie chose to remain in her room for most of the morning, going over the newspapers before summoning her personal secretary, Mary Gallagher, to her bedside with steno pad in hand. For the next hour, Jackie dictated letters and memos in a no-nonsense, rapid-fire style that belied her breathy, ethereal persona.

Once she was finished with the day’s correspondence, Jackie took a brisk hour-long stroll alone around the White House grounds before sitting down to work at what she described as her most prized possession: the Empire-style, ormolu-mounted, slant-front desk that had belonged to her late father, the flamboyant “Black Jack” Bouvier.

Sometimes, Jackie joined Caroline and John in the “High Chair Room”—the small informal dining area for the children she had set up off the kitchen—and watched while they gobbled hot dogs or hamburgers prepared by the White House chef and served to them by a butler on a silver tray.

Jack, in the meantime, headed for the White House pool promptly at 1:30. Once there, he usually stripped off his clothes poolside and eased himself into the 80-degree water. These brief, twice-daily swims were initially prescribed by Kennedy’s doctors both as a form of low-impact exercise and as therapy for his back.

When he arrived at the White House, Jackie noted that Jack was in “the best physical condition he was ever in in his life”—the result of unwinding at La Guerida, Joe Kennedy’s white-walled oceanfront villa in Palm Beach, Florida, between winning the 1960 presidential election and the inauguration nearly three months later.

“He never really needed to exercise,” Jackie said. “The campaign—jumping in and out of cars, walking, you know, kept him fit.” After the election, he swam in the ocean, walked on the beach, and played golf three times a week. “He had muscles and everything,” Jackie marveled. “It was wonderful.”

Landing at the White House, Jack “sat at his desk, without moving, for six weeks. He didn’t walk around the driveway, he didn’t swim, and suddenly his back went bad. He’d lost all the muscle tone.”

Getting “pumped full of Novocain”—Jackie’s words—by the physician who had always treated his back, Dr. Janet Travell, no longer worked. Instead, Jack managed to find at least some relief in the White House pool.

The president’s daily swims served another purpose as well. He looked forward to this time in the water as a chance to unwind with friends and escape the pressures of office.

“He hated to swim alone,” said the Kennedys’ photographer and friend Jacques Lowe, “so he was always grabbing people by the collar to swim with him.” Jack’s longtime political aide and storytelling buddy, Dave Powers, could always be counted on to take the plunge—literally—with the president.

A half hour later, the president pulled on a terry-cloth robe and ducked out a back door through the White House flower shop and the exercise room to elevators that took him upstairs to the family living quarters. By this time, Maud Shaw had tucked the children in for their afternoon naps, and Jackie was waiting for Jack in the living room.

“Mrs. Kennedy dropped everything, no matter how important, to join her husband,” chief White House usher J. B. West said. “If she had visitors in tow, they would be left for me to entertain.” The next two hours were, in fact, sacrosanct for the first couple. All staff and visitors were barred from the second floor, and the White House switchboard was directed to hold all calls short of anything alerting the president to a national emergency.

Jack, still clad only in his robe, joined the first lady for lunch served on trays—always a grilled cheese sandwich for Jackie and usually a medium-rare hamburger for her husband, although at times the weight-conscious Jack opted for a glass of the diet drink Metrecal. Jackie was equally mindful of her weight. If she gained as little as one pound, she fasted for a day and stepped up her exercise regimen—walking ten times around the South Lawn, or bouncing on a canvas trampoline she ostensibly installed for the children. “It’s not only terrific exercise,” she told Pierre Salinger, “but a marvelous way to reduce stress.”

Jack’s vanity extended beyond his waistline and his wardrobe. Periodically, he would use part of his nap time to have Jackie massage a special tonic from a New York firm called Frances Fox into his hair. Later in the day, he would have someone—sometimes Jackie but just as often one of the attractive young female aides assigned to the West Wing—add a few drops of another Frances Fox concoction and then put the finishing touches on his famously tousled coif. Whoever was assigned this task knew that it must be done with a brush, never a comb. “My God, Jack, everyone keeps talking about copying my hairstyle,” said Jackie, whose own bedtime routine involved sprinkling cologne on a brush and then stroking her hair one hundred times. “If they only knew the real expert about hair is you!”

(According to Jackie’s half brother Jamie Auchincloss, what made JFK’s hair so striking was its “odd color—or rather colors. Once I counted fifteen distinctly different colors in his hair, ranging from silver to orange.” Although JFK’s secret hair treatments may have also been at least partly responsible, Auchincloss learned that this was one of the peculiar symptoms of Jack’s Addison’s disease, a degeneration of the adrenal glands that destroys the immune system. Another symptom of Addison’s: the deceptively healthy-looking orange glow that was often mistaken for a Palm Beach tan.)

When they were finished, Jackie, who joked that “the only song Jack really likes is ‘Hail to the Chief,’ ” walked over to the stereo system between their two rooms and piled the turntable high with his favorite albums. Soon music—jazz, show tunes, songs by Peggy Lee, Frank Sinatra, and even Elvis—was drifting through the eerily empty corridors. It was then that they each retired to their separate rooms.

Or not. George Thomas had been instructed to always wake the president precisely at 3:30 p.m., but there were many times when JFK’s bed was empty. On those occasions, he quietly slipped into
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