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For Tom, Evangeline, and Alexander, with love

and

For Carolyn and everyone who loved her, with love





She loved to laugh. Many of her friends feel sad that she is being remembered primarily as a style icon. Carolyn should also be remembered for her warmth, for her kindness and generosity, for her wit, for her compassion and, most of all, for her great sense of fun.

—Colleen Curtis, Daily News, July 25, 1999

I remembered a story written by Henry James. It was the story of a young girl… who was as brave as she was beautiful, who was pure of heart and as unafraid to love. His description of Isabel mirrored that of Carolyn and I wondered out loud how it was possible for him to have known her when he wrote that story over a century ago. But, I suppose, it was because he was writing about his dream of a pure and brave American girl, one who comes along maybe once every hundred years, if we are lucky.

—Carole Radziwill in her eulogy for Carolyn Bessette-Kennedy at Grace Church in Greenwich, Connecticut, July 24, 1999












AUTHOR’S NOTE

In the summer of 1999, my interest in John F. Kennedy Jr. and Carolyn Bessette-Kennedy, the golden couple of 1990s New York, was merely casually curious. I then worked at Sotheby’s and saw tabloids in delis on auction days, when lunch was a rushed grab bag between sessions. My colleagues and I stared at pictures of the glorious-looking couple; dazzling nights at galas and sun-drenched days on the Atlantic seemed worlds away from an art-house version of a chaotic Wall Street trading floor. But on July 17, when I checked the Saturday-morning headlines, my breath caught as I learned that John, Carolyn, and her sister Lauren had disappeared in a plane crash off of Martha’s Vineyard. No way, I thought. Not them! And then: But it’d be just like a Kennedy to get into a jam and find his way out.

President Bill Clinton quickly involved the Coast Guard in the search, and we remained hopeful… that is, until Lauren’s black garment bag, bearing her business card, which a friend had just recently placed in its plastic insert, washed up on the shore of Philbin Beach at the western tip of Martha’s Vineyard: “Morgan Stanley Dean Witter, Lauren G. Bessette, Vice President” could still be made out despite being doused in water and sand. By the evening of Sunday, July 18, Coast Guard rear admiral Richard Larrabee explained they had shifted their focus from rescue to recovery. We all knew what this meant: John, Carolyn, and Lauren were gone. The August 2, 1999, cover of the New Yorker showed the Statue of Liberty shrouded in a black mourning veil. There was no mistaking it: The nation had lost royalty, but New York had lost more than that.

It was as though the brightness of our generation had dimmed. It had to do with age in general—they were our peers, my peers—but it also had to do with the fact that they seemed to be building up to something extraordinary. Carolyn’s reluctance to speak to the press and John’s deflection of rumors that he was running for office felt like they were saving their voices for the right time, the right causes, the right place. And now we would never hear them.

In 2019, two decades after the tragic deaths, I again found myself reading about the couple, and this time I focused specifically on the contours of Carolyn’s story. My reaction was to defend her against the rumors—that she was difficult, manipulative, and icy—which began to feel like a repetition of misogynistic imagery that was both speculative and slanderous. Tabloids reiterated the charge that her vanity had been the cause of the fated plane’s late takeoff, that she had made the pedicurist change her nail polish three times to exactly match a lavender swatch she had. Even flattery of her style was quickly warped into the narrative that Carolyn was a shallow, clothes-obsessed shrew. It seemed clear to me that she was not given due process in the court of public opinion.

There was an interesting disconnect between the pictures, which, though archival, seemed fresh and of the time I was living, and the articles, which seemed somehow from another era, which they were—the end of the century, the millennium, the last days of the fax machine, the world before 9/11 and, crucially, the full force of the internet. But there was something else that seemed odd: a compulsion to be dismissive of and even disparaging toward Carolyn that appeared to be the flip side to the obsessive attention she attracted. In theory, the relationship she was interested in was with her boyfriend, and then husband. But the other interesting relationship, reading these clips, was between the camera and its subject, the tabloids and their adversary. That her husband handled this attention with such an easy, graceful style threw Carolyn’s attitude into stark relief. What’s the matter with her? seemed to be the underlying question. What stood out was the implication that anyone who had a boyfriend like that—rich, handsome, famous, and, by all accounts, quite charming and nice—ought to have no complaints at all.

As my reading evolved from articles to books, especially the memoirs by Carole Radziwill and RoseMarie Terenzio, two intimate witnesses to John’s and Carolyn’s lives and characters, I began to realize that the people who actually knew her described a very different woman from the one portrayed in the tabloids. How could Carolyn, who accompanied the Radziwills to frequent hospital stays, really be an “ice queen”? How was it possible that a woman who went out of her way to comfort her friends during loss or grief, or to tend to a young teen in distress on the street, also be a coked-up bitch who screamed at John for no reason? There seemed to be a need to deprive her of nuance and humanity, as though she were required to play a villain role in a larger cultural narrative.

My interest deepened further, to the point where the decision to write about Carolyn Bessette-Kennedy was not so much a choice as a compulsion.



THE BACKLASH AGAINST FEMINISM in the 1990s is the historical and cultural context in which I now perceive Carolyn’s story. Women who spoke up about workplace inequality or domestic abuse were dismissed as histrionic troublemakers. The new twenty-four-hour tabloid media—which skewered Anita Hill, reduced Marcia Clark to a “lawyerette,” and blamed Monica Lewinsky for her affair with President Clinton—leveled unprecedented vitriol at Carolyn. It was all too easy to cast this unknown figure, who had no public profile until she met John, as a wild banshee, a vapid fashionista, or an undeserving harpy.

When reexamining her short life from a distance of twenty years, I found lessons about a dysfunctional culture and how women struggle to build a life within a patriarchal society. The nineties’ media morphed into a newly minted sensation factory in which the burden of leading a public existence went from tolerable to excruciating for both Carolyn and John. While one part of the culture was basking in a champagne supernova of pared-down chic, another British music invasion, and languid cool, the tabloids began a feeding frenzy that forgot the objects of their fascination were human beings.

It wasn’t just the tabloids and cable TV. Many of the books about the Kennedy clan written in the aftermath of the crash denigrated Carolyn as not good enough for America’s prince. Any detail that could reflect negatively on her was scrounged up. John’s childhood friend Billy Noonan’s biography of John, Forever Young, went so far as to say that Carolyn used Anthony Radziwill’s illness as her “cause célèbre” and a way to separate John from his friends.

In the renderings of John and Carolyn, most marital problems are laid at her feet. In this case, it wasn’t Eden that was ruined, but Camelot. Carolyn, in these accounts, was crazy. She was cold, violent, emasculating, and a gold-digger. Both of them are being deprived of their humanity in different ways by this take. He is deprived of his complexity, and she is deprived of being more than the sum of her physical parts.

Sasha Chermayeff, who was close to both Carolyn and John, now sees Carolyn’s anger at being hounded in a different light than she did at the time. “She had healthy anger that she couldn’t express. Outrage… it’s healthy! That kind of expression wasn’t considered what someone married to JFK Jr. should be doing,” said Sasha. “It wasn’t considered feminine, and the judgment for what was a human reaction was fierce. Part of her anger was the constant misunderstanding of that. Everyone saying, ‘Get your shit together’ furthered her sense of isolation. She was feisty, and I loved the fact that someone with cojones stepped into the picture.

“Yes, she was a caretaker, and John really loved that about her,” Sasha continued. “But she also stood up to him when he was wrong, and that was great. He had had it with the yes-people. But as for the press attention, John had been dealing with it since he could remember. He didn’t know what it was like to walk into it. I like to think they could have made it. They were both compassion-based people.”

We’ve seen people living in a celebrity fishbowl crumble again and again over the last twenty-five years, unable to sustain their equilibrium. I hope that amid the current intensified chaos—wars, post-pandemic social unrest and disaffection, and a cultural reckoning with systemic injustice—there is something afoot that, perhaps counterintuitively, makes a reexamination of Carolyn’s life seem timely. I hope that witnessing her story will become a small part of the movement, already growing as the next generations come into power, in which we demand more personal responsibility and ethical consciousness than was required in the environment in which we were raised. Maybe even an evolution of the human spirit, where we not only recognize and empathize with one another but, to quote Robert F. Kennedy, we “make gentle the life of this world.”

Perhaps what was most remarkable about Carolyn was that she was a super empath, which on the flip side makes one supersensitive. It’s painful to think that someone who was able to care for friends the way Carolyn did, to read their emotions because she was so in tune with what everyone felt, was on the receiving end of so much jealousy that manifested in blind denigration. Case in point: A wedding boutique that peddled dresses similar to Carolyn’s wedding dress displayed a cardboard cutout of John kissing what would have been Carolyn’s hand upon leaving the church. Yet there was no Carolyn, or even a hand. He kissed the scarf dangling from a headless mannequin under a sign that read, “It could have been you.” The wish to erase her is stark and unsettling.

It’s a tragedy that Carolyn never had the chance to tell her own story—her thoughts, her feelings, her humor, her memories, and her truths were not something she got to share in her own voice. A lot of John’s friends thought that if he knew he was going to die so young, he would have wanted his legacy preserved in writing. The same could be said for Carolyn. It stands to reason that a woman who focused heavily on helping those in need would wish to continue doing so, and there is much to learn from Carolyn’s story.

Yet this book is written in an era that is much gentler on women like Carolyn Bessette-Kennedy. I think the growing (and reemerging) fascination with her shows that so many of us can relate to her, the kid who came out of the blue hoping to make not just an acceptable life for herself, but an extraordinary one. Many women identify with Carolyn; they are drawn to her vivacity, effortlessness, beauty, and style. In the age of social media, we can now draw a direct line between its attendant ills—intense public scrutiny, accompanied by anonymity that encourages toxic hostility, and the constant fear of being shamed or outcast—and a sharp increase in mental health issues. It seems Carolyn felt wounded by similar kinds of aggressions. Back then it was easier to dismiss the cause and effect as a character flaw. Over the last twenty-plus years, we’ve also seen a sea change in society’s attitude toward depression and its treatment. The schadenfreude over Carolyn’s bottle of antidepressants found washed up on the shore of Martha’s Vineyard just days after the crash now seems shameful and ghoulish.

I wanted to recount Carolyn’s story in a way that situated her at the center of her own narrative. When she appears in the volumes of Kennedy literature, it is often as a sidebar without empathy, compassion, or desire to understand who she really was. It’s time she got her due.








CHAPTER ONE LAST NIGHT [image: ] July 16, 1999

The navigational pattern for a night flight from Fairfield, New Jersey, to Martha’s Vineyard is to follow the lights up the coast of New England. Looking down from the small plane, the passengers and pilot would see the glimmering necklace of beach towns in Connecticut and then Rhode Island. The glow of bustling I-95 is enough to go by until Point Judith, Rhode Island, at the southwestern tip of Narragansett Bay. There, the pilot—Carolyn’s husband, John—at the controls of the six-seat Piper Saratoga airplane carrying his wife and her sister Lauren, has to make a decision. If he continues along the shoreline, they can drop Lauren off to visit friends on Martha’s Vineyard by crossing the narrowest point of Buzzards Bay, with only eight miles between points of land. On that route, he will still be guided by the lights of the mainland. But that route means an extra ten minutes, and Carolyn and John are already late for his cousin Rory Kennedy’s wedding weekend.

John loved Rory, who was eight years younger than he, the daughter of his revered uncle Robert F. Kennedy. Yet this was the latest in an endless parade of Kennedy family events at which John’s attendance, and therefore Carolyn’s, was requested. Expected, even. John was the brightest star of the family. He was the man on whom they depended to guide the next generation into greatness. Outwardly, John wore this burden lightly—so lightly that he could also be depended on to be late. It was one of his many charms, except when it wasn’t. Perhaps the hurry that night, as the plane flew up the coast, was to stave off the inevitable chiding, however good-natured, about missing any of the celebrations swirling throughout the weekend.

And so, having considered the Buzzards Bay option, he chose the alternative, banking right at Point Judith and setting the plane on a direct course for the Vineyard. The Rhode Island shoreline fell away.

Thirty-four miles of open ocean separated the plane from its destination. Thirty-four miles in a six-seat Piper Saratoga without someone instrument rated, or cleared to fly in clouds, rain, and fog in the pilot’s seat. Thirty-three miles without lights.

Earlier that evening in New York, John had given his sister-in-law Lauren a ride to the airport in his white Hyundai convertible. They had both run late at work. He’d gone to the gym briefly before returning to his office at George magazine at 1633 Broadway in Midtown. She walked the three blocks from her office at the headquarters of Morgan Stanley, where she had been named vice president the year before, to John’s office, and they left by 6:30 p.m. with the top down, battling gridlocked, rush-hour traffic. John made his regular stop at the West Essex Sunoco and bought a banana, a bottle of water, and six AA batteries. It wasn’t until after 8:00 p.m. that John pulled up to the Essex County Airport in New Jersey and dropped Lauren off at the terminal, still in her beige work dress, so she could freshen up before takeoff. He parked the car and checked that the plane had already been pulled out from the hangar—a confirmation he had made by 3:00 p.m. that day, helpful considering he was still hobbling on his left ankle, which he’d broken after crashing his Buckeye—described by its manufacturer as a “powered parachute”—six weeks earlier on Memorial Day weekend. The cast had been taken off the day before, but he still moved gingerly, not yet back to full strength. John was checking the plane when Carolyn pulled up in a town car minutes later, also having left the city at 6:30 p.m. She was dressed simply in black pants and a black button-down shirt—black being her uniform whenever nearby paparazzi were a possibility.

John had owned the Piper Saratoga for three months. It had a Lycoming TIO-540-AH1A 300-horsepower six-cylinder engine driving a Hartzell three-blade constant-speed prop and was painted bright red and white. As John inspected the plane, he was, unbeknownst to him, being observed by two young girls at the airport. Overcome with the excitement of a John F. Kennedy Jr. sighting, the girls had left a note on his car before retreating to watch his every move on the tarmac from a distance. John, they later reported, had been fastidious, checking the doors and ensuring that the ignition and both magnetos, the engine-driven ignition sources, were switched off. He pulled out the pilot’s operating handbook and read through the preflight checks. Finally, he opened the rear door and, in doing so, gave the onlookers a glimpse of the beautiful upholstery inside.

Carolyn met John by the plane, and hesitated. Carolyn had ridden pickup while John piloted many times. Despite her unease, it had always been fine. Better than fine, at times—it was a welcome respite to be up in the air together, away from the claustrophobia of the incessant recognition.

Lauren then came up, bag in hand, and hugged her sister. The two, who had always been tight, had become even closer over these recent months when Lauren returned to New York after four years at Morgan Stanley’s Hong Kong branch and bought a loft on White Street in Tribeca, just a few blocks from John and Carolyn’s apartment at 20 North Moore Street.

Lauren entered the small passenger door of the plane first. There were four passenger seats in a club seating arrangement: the two rear seats facing forward and the middle seats facing aft. This way, the guests John and Carolyn loved to host on board could converse face-to-face. Lauren sat on the left of the plane; Carolyn was slow to follow her sister inside and sat on the right. Unusually, they chose the aft-facing seats, perhaps so they could talk in semi-privacy using the Piper’s headsets. Carolyn usually sat beside John if there was no instructor, or if there was, she would sit in the third row, facing toward John at the controls. The control panel on the Piper was elaborate, and John began the process of starting the plane and preparing for takeoff.



IT’S TEMPTING TO SAY that the rest is history. What happened during the next hour is a matter of public record. John F. Kennedy Jr., who as a child experienced the shockingly abrupt and profound loss of his father, one of the most sudden, violent deaths in the history of American presidents, would experience his own sudden, violent death. His father died in the arms of his wife; the son died alongside his wife and sister-in-law. His father’s death in the bright Texas sun was seared into the public consciousness with twenty-six seconds of amateur film footage; his son’s death was consigned to the blackness of night and sea. The father’s body was flown in its coffin from Dallas to Andrews Air Force Base, his blood still on his widow’s dress when they arrived; the son’s body was not transferred to its final burial ground. There was no final burial ground. It was an erasure. A vanishing from the sky to the sea. Like a myth.

The images of father and son are woven into an enormous and detailed tapestry of the most obsessed-over family in American public life, a family intertwined with some of the major plot points in the nation’s history. Carolyn and Lauren Bessette’s stories are embroidered on the fringe of that great fabric, threaded narrowly enough to be unperceived.

The plane began moving on the tarmac. “Essex Ground, Saratoga Nine-Two-Five-Three November on the ramp ready to taxi with information Mike for a takeoff,” said John.

“Saratoga Five-Three November, good evening,” the control tower responded. “Taxi to runway two-two.” Approximately eleven minutes later, the plane’s ascent tripped the Traffic Alert and Collision Avoidance System for a commercial American Airlines flight landing at Westchester County Airport. Neither air traffic control nor the pilot of AA1484 could reach the Piper Saratoga’s radio; the pilot of AA1484 stated, “I understand he’s not in contact with you or anybody else.”

At Point Judith, John banked right over the ocean. Normally, at this point in the trip, one could make out Martha’s Vineyard off in the distance, but an uninterrupted void of blackness yawned outside the windows of the plane.

They were flying through a darkness akin to that of a sensory-deprivation chamber, surface and sky indistinguishable. Only when John began to make multiple turns, climbing then descending, turning and descending again, might the sisters have noticed that it had been twenty minutes since they had seen the nebulous mainland lights, glimmering yet opaque as they receded in the distance.





CHAPTER TWO WESTCHESTER [image: ] 1966–1977

Carolyn, with her older twin sisters, Lisa and Lauren, had set the kitchen table with a bright multicolored tablecloth, perfect for the cake—lemon, Carolyn’s favorite. Surrounding the table were boxes upon boxes that Ann, the girls’ mother, was still sealing as she found the candles and located the ice cream. The room was bedecked with birthday decorations in the garish primary colors of the late seventies, in marked contrast to Ann’s elegant furnishings. She had refined taste, eschewing the muddy brown and avocado green then overtaking homes across the United States. As soon as the celebration was over, she would start packing again.

It was January 7, 1977, Carolyn’s eleventh birthday. Ann was worried about a move in the middle of the school year. She had been a single mother for a lot of their childhood. Her three girls had enormous reserves of strength, humor, and care—but still. The twins loved to dote on Carolyn and her friends, and with their help the cheer of birthday festivities might help distract her youngest from the fact that this was also a goodbye party.

Carolyn’s whole class had been invited because Ann was the type who knew that the chaos incurred by hosting twenty children on a sugar rush was preferable to hurting the feelings of a child who might otherwise not have been invited. This was one of the lessons she taught her daughters: Never forget about those who are left aside.

Only as the guests departed did it sink in for fellow eleven-year-old Jane Youdelman that this was more than the end of a party. Eleven is an age where you can still ignore the inevitable outcome of certain actions—a house full of boxes means it will soon be vacated—until the moment is thrust upon you. After Carolyn had blown out the candles, the cake had been eaten, and the sun had begun to set, Jane stomped and cried around the perimeter of the Bessette home that was perched on a corner hilltop in White Plains, New York. The day, the year had ended, and her best friend was moving away. Was Carolyn as upset by the move as Jane? Was she excited about living in Greenwich, full stop, or did she feel slight apprehension mixed with joy at the lark of a new adventure? Carolyn, a child who usually bounced with exuberance, held a placid smile on her face amid the shouts of birthday and bon voyage wishes, her emotions concealed behind calm composure.

Jane and Carolyn shared a sense of freedom and joy in their young lives. Over the six years they had been friends, they’d run wild and free around their small White Plains neighborhood. Carolyn always made Jane feel welcome at her home and stood by her in the school hallway to stave off barbs coming from Jane’s older sister, who wasn’t as kind as Lauren or Lisa. Jane found herself writing in her third-grade diary, more than once, “I wish Carolyn was my sister.” The sentiment was widespread among friends; Carolyn was sensitive and highly attuned to her peers.

Yuma Euell, who noticed Carolyn’s kind nature early in their days at school, was also at the party. “I wasn’t in Carolyn’s class that year,” recalled Euell. “But she went out of her way to invite me. She made sure you knew she was your friend.

“She was beautiful and strong, emanating a kind of light around her, but at the same time delicate,” Euell said. “Mrs. Bessette was a substitute teacher at Richard J. Bailey School and friends with my mom. She had called my mother to say Carolyn wanted to ensure I was there because they were leaving the next day. My mom briefly sobbed when Mrs. Bessette told her the news. She always said that Carolyn and Mrs. Bessette were wonderful people.” That the move surprised a few of their friends perhaps had to do with Ann having just sold her half of the house to her ex-husband.



INITIALLY, THE FAMILY LIVED in an apartment at 16 Fieldstone Drive in Hartsdale in Westchester County, New York. Then, on July 1, 1969, when Carolyn was three and a half, they bought the modest three-bedroom house at 12 Old Knollwood Road in White Plains, a ten-minute drive from Rex Ridge.

Neither Hartsdale nor White Plains was a bastion of affluence. In 1960, Hartsdale was a small, unincorporated area located within the township of Greenburgh, which had a population of around 76,000. Hartsdale covered about eight square miles when Ann and her daughters lived there. Historically, Greenburgh was predominantly Black. Many laborers had moved there during WWI, and, after WWII, middle-class Black families and large Jewish and Italian populations settled in the area. Though white middle-class households had become the majority in Hartsdale by the time Carolyn was of school age, the Greenburgh township was still fairly diverse, particularly in comparison to the rest of surrounding Westchester County.

In 1968, when Carolyn was two, Hartsdale witnessed an extremely contentious school-district merger, including the Bessette sisters’ future school, Juniper Hill. The New York Times reported that some Hartsdale parents opposed on the grounds that it would compromise their children’s education by mixing them with “slower children,” apparently motivated by racial bias. Yet others lobbied on its behalf, wrote letters, and went to Albany and “pounded on the Commissioner’s door.” In August of 1968, the Hartsdale and Greenburgh school districts were merged and desegregated, resulting in a student body that was 75 percent white and 25 percent Black.

After the Bessettes moved to White Plains, Carolyn and her sisters remained at Juniper Hill School, indicating that Ann supported the merger and wanted a diverse environment for her girls. Ann sometimes taught as a substitute teacher at the school and was therefore a colleague of Carolyn’s third-grade teacher, Mary Lou Darkenwald. Mrs. Darkenwald remembered Carolyn as “a very bright, confident, attractive child. She was outgoing but in a quiet way. Juniper School now had a diverse, integrated student population. Carolyn fit in nicely. She wasn’t at all prissy.”

Carolyn’s criteria for friendship were kindness and humor. You had to be able to laugh, and even better if you could make her laugh. Yuma loved Carolyn’s bubbling, infectious laugh so much that she was willing to risk getting in trouble to hear it. “I was sitting next to her, our desks side by side. I remember wanting to make her laugh all the time because it was so fun, so nice to hear that distinct laugh,” she said. “So I did an impression of another kid who had complained that the classroom floor was dirty. Carolyn’s giggle bubbled up and out into a belly laugh. I’d do whatever I could to hear that.”

Carolyn and her classmate Jodi Savitch adored Mrs. Darkenwald, who conducted her classroom with a light touch, quieting the children with the French phrase “Fermez la bouche!” The kids thought this was very funny, but they obeyed. Carolyn and her friends braided each other’s hair while Mrs. Darkenwald read to them from The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe by C. S. Lewis

“Every day did feel like it meant more,” recalled Jodi. “The whole world was a wondrous surprise then. Carolyn was alive to it all, basking in words, transporting her mind through books and newfound equations, hopping on rocks, scrambling up hills, and exploring harbors. Behind Carolyn’s house was a stream, and she had these many wonderful rubber animals that were a mainstay of our play—she loved animals. We made up our own magical kingdom and took turns naming our flock. I lived just up the street, and we would play like this for days. We were underwater explorers; we were horse trainers; we were on a jungle safari.”

In fifth grade, just before moving to Greenwich, Carolyn met Howard Brodsky in her class at Richard J. Bailey School in White Plains, where she had gone after finishing third grade at Juniper. “She was so kind,” Howard remembered. “My mom had died the year before, and not all the kids were considerate. Some were worse than inconsiderate and said things like, ‘Ewww, you don’t have a mom?’ Kids will be kids, I suppose. But not Carolyn. When she heard that, she took me aside and put her arm around me. ‘Don’t listen to them. Just ignore them. They don’t know what they’re talking about.’ ” Howard developed a crush. “I lived further away and would walk the forty-five minutes to her house every chance I had, just to see if she would come out.”

“What struck me most about Carolyn,” remembered Jane Youdelman, “was that she was always full of hope. It’s an undervalued characteristic. But she moved through the world brimming with a countenance that exuded ‘What fun thing will I get to do or see today?’ It made everything around her that much more enchanting. And it wasn’t just because she was a child. It was a trait she held on to for a very long time.”

The Bessette home was always the place to be, with Ann happy to have other children over. “It was a lovely house, and Carolyn always lit up a room,” Jodi said. “She was so very sweet. Always. I remember her sisters smiling at us and helping us with snacks. Carolyn would make the most unusual flavor creations and insist I try them, too. One day we had cheese and crackers, and she held one aloft, adding a sprinkling of McCormick’s lemon and pepper seasoning on top, one of her stranger concoctions. Or at least I thought it was strange until I tried it. It was too good.”

Like Jane and Yuma, Jodi was devastated that her friends—not just Carolyn, but also Lauren and Lisa—and their warm, welcoming mom were moving away. And like Jane and Yuma, she does not remember ever meeting Mr. Bessette.

“Carolyn’s mother came in for regular teacher-parent conferences,” recalled Mrs. Darkenwald. “Her greatest concern was that Carolyn wouldn’t be adversely affected by the divorce, that she didn’t experience issues or problems because of it.”

Mrs. Darkenwald allayed Ann’s concerns about Carolyn. “She was the kind of child you wanted in your class,” she explained. “Once you provided her with a framework for a particular subject—reading, writing, or math—she took off on her own. Carolyn was never a problem child. She was well-behaved, polite, and well-brought-up. She was active and had a number of girlfriends in class.”

As continued to be the norm, her father was an outlying presence. “I don’t know what role Mr. Bessette played in Carolyn’s upbringing,” Darkenwald said. “He evidently paid maintenance and child support for his three daughters. I think he saw them from time to time.”



THE OFT-TOUTED MEDIA ASSUMPTION that Carolyn was a product of WASP privilege is laughable in light of the facts of her upbringing—Carolyn was raised in a predominantly Italian American household. Her maternal grandfather, Carl Calopero Messina, was born December 6, 1907, in Castellammare del Golfo, in the province of Trapani in Sicily. He emigrated to the United States in 1917, and by 1930 lived in Brooklyn with his younger brother, Giovanni, and his mother, Anna, while his father, Gioachino, stayed behind in Sicily. Tall with blue eyes, Carl married Jennie Venturalla, a beauty full of mirth and mischief, and the couple made their home near his mother on Bay 40th Street in Brooklyn. Jennie’s father, Dominick, had emigrated from Italy at the turn of the century, so while she sounded American, Carl’s Italian accent was strong.

Their daughter, Ann Marie Messina, was born on August 5, 1939, and her younger brother, Jack, arrived four years later. Carl was a screen printing and textiles foreman at Blum Screen Print Works, where he earned a salary of $1,600 per year while Jennie raised the children. In the mid-fifties, the Messinas moved to Ossining, another mecca of Italian immigrants in the postwar years. Carl and Jennie found employment at Printex, designer Vera Neumann’s silkscreen-printing business housed in an 1810 Georgian mansion with views of the Hudson River. Carl was again a foreman, while Jennie was a sample maker for Vera’s iconic scarves, which she began making with parachute silk after linen became scarce during WWII. Neumann’s scarves—featured in a 2010 Smithsonian Museum retrospective—were as bold and bright as Lilly Pulitzer’s, but with a New England, seasonal palette. While Vera may have been the designer, the Messinas were the artisans, their work a point of pride in the family.

To be an Italian American during the early 1900s was to be subject to appalling bigotry. A wave of nativist hostility engulfed the country during the Great Depression. Pseudoscientific racist theories claimed that “Mediterranean” types were criminal, even subhuman. From the twenties until the late sixties, Congress curtailed Italian immigration (along with restrictions on a broader range of nationalities) on racial grounds. Some prejudice subsided once immigration slowed, but tensions rose again during WWII. While the internment of Japanese Americans is well known, the US government also relocated ten thousand Italian Americans away from coastal zones to military camps throughout the United States and restricted the movements of six hundred thousand more. If Carl were to speak of Italy, where his father still lived, he could be tried for treason.

The epithets “dago” and “wop” were commonly used, even after Italian Americans had proved their loyalty to the US by their presence in the WWII armed forces. Carl signed his draft card in 1940, a year after his daughter, Ann, was born.

By 1983, the New York Times headlined an article with “Italian Americans Coming Into Their Own,” but it had been a long and painful journey to social acceptance in white Anglo-Saxon America, and prejudice lingered. Carolyn grew up in a decade when, even more so than today, non-WASPs were considered socially subordinate—a far cry from the virulent racism that Blacks and others have long experienced in this country, yet a pertinent facet of the American sociocultural landscape.

Ann attended Ossining High School and participated in the Spanish Club throughout her years there. As a senior, in 1957, she was Classes Editor of the school yearbook, Wizard, and voted Best Looking by her classmates. Like Carolyn, her beauty was unconventional for her time, more Roman, with hints of Linda Evangelista and all the more riveting for it. Under the heading “Prophesies,” where seniors made predictions for one another’s future, Ann Marie was seen as “The Pepsodent girl with the million-dollar smile.” All the seniors were pictured with their chosen pastime and ambition beneath their face. Ann Marie Messina’s senior photo listed her pastime as “Playing ‘hard to get,’ ” and her ambition as “Teacher.” Carolyn would inherit all of these traits from her pretty, intelligent mother.

William Bessette, Ann’s future husband, graduated from Crosby High School in Waterbury, Connecticut, two years earlier, in 1955. His yearbook photo shows a handsome young man whose smile suggests he knows it. Underneath the dashing photo is the caption, “Adept at all sports, Bill’s A-1 swimming skill has made him a top-notch Red Cross Senior Life Saver. Next to swimming, basketball, and bowling, girls are foremost on his list of interests. An alumnus of Middlebury’s Shepardson School, Bill will enter the University of Connecticut.”

Ann enrolled at the University of Connecticut in fall 1957, and there met the good-looking junior William J. Bessette, who was majoring in civil engineering. William, older brother to Thomas, Dorothy, and Diane, was a member of the honor fraternity Chi Epsilon for civil engineering students and the American Society of Civil Engineers, which promoted professional contacts. William was also a member of the Newman Club, which was a Catholic student organization. And he is listed as Social Chairman, though of what we are left to guess, but his busy calendar anticipates his youngest daughter’s gifts in the art of friendship.

True to her declaration in the Ossining High School yearbook, Ann was working toward becoming a teacher, determined and driven like her parents. She studied Elementary Education, becoming a member of Kappa Alpha Theta, and was again on the staff of the yearbook, The Nutmeg, where she helped write the Year in Review.

Carolyn’s uncle Thomas Bessette recalled his older brother bringing their mother and him to meet Ann’s parents, Jennie and Carl Messina, in Ossining: “I was quite young, but I was impressed by the fact that if you looked out their living room window, the prison was right there. Sing Sing in your backyard. Ann was beautiful; I loved her parents.”

The Nutmeg of 1961, Ann’s senior year, had a page covering the 1960 presidential race between JFK and Nixon, complete with photographs of each candidate. JFK’s face—handsome, though with somewhat mournful eyes, and framed by his full head of hair—and Nixon’s face, with its used-car-dealer smile, exist just a few pages away from Ann Messina’s face. While flipping back and forth between the parents of Carolyn and John, one can’t help but see the features the father passed down to his son and the mother passed down to her daughter.

Ann graduated with her bachelor of science in education in 1961. Though two years older, William, who worked throughout college, graduated in 1961 with a bachelor of science in civil engineering.

A year later they were engaged to be married. An announcement appeared in the August 30, 1962, issue of the Reporter Dispatch of White Plains. The headline read, “Miss Messina, Teacher, to Wed in Fall.” Yet the article reported, “A Spring wedding is planned.” In fact, their wedding took place the following summer, as that fall a tragedy occurred in the Bessette family.

William’s father, Alfred Bessette, was a foreman for the Connecticut Light and Power Company. On October 11 of 1962, he was conducting a routine inspection of power lines in Middlebury, Connecticut, when he was electrocuted by 115,000 volts of electricity. He fell more than twelve feet from his ladder to the ground, sustaining burns on his face, neck, both arms, and lower body, and spent six weeks in the hospital “languishing in pain,” as a family member put it. (While this private grief played out, President Kennedy, on October 22, alerted his citizens to the Cuban Missile Crisis, which sent a wave of shock and panic through the country.) Alfred died on November 9, 1962, at the age of fifty-eight, leaving his wife, Anna, a widow at fifty-three. William was twenty-six years old. His younger brother, Thomas, was sixteen.

Ann and William married on June 29, 1963. They were both two years out of college, during which time Ann worked as a school administrator and substitute teacher at Douglas G. Grafflin School in Chappaqua, New York. William was working toward his New York State certification as a civil engineer.

Then, on November 5, 1964, Ann gave birth to twins Lauren and Lisa. Carolyn arrived just over a year later, in January 1966.

William experienced these major life events in the aftermath of his father’s sudden death. Early parenthood is a time when you want your own parents to be there, if only to ask, “Am I doing this right?” But also, hopefully, to lend a hand—especially if you have twins.

At this time, Ann’s mother, Jennie, became increasingly concerned about her daughter’s marriage, and about her son-in-law in particular. Ann, she felt, had been left to care for three toddlers by herself even as she had to continue working. According to Roseann Flood, Jennie’s colleague at Vera Neumann, “Ann and Jennie were very close. All Jennie spoke about was her worry for Ann because there were problems with William. Ann wasn’t happy. Understandably.”

As with college, William’s engineering certification was prolonged. New York State requires four years of work in the field and one six-hour exam, which would have put William as earning his license in 1965. Carolyn would, years later, refer to this period as one in which her father “needed to continue his studies to be further certified.” But she said, “Apparently it wasn’t happening.”

Acquiring the license took William until March of 1967, a year after Carolyn’s birth. He went on to have a long career at Turner Construction International, where he worked on large public projects with a specialty in airports. William was a meticulous man who was, according to family members, “very, very anal-retentive,” and his work took him to Las Vegas, Qatar, and Egypt. It often required long stays on-site, often for months at a time. On May 25, 1974, Ann filed for divorce from William in Westchester County Court, when Carolyn was eight years old.



ANN AND HER CHILDREN faced many difficult transitions over the course of their lives, but none so stark as becoming a single-parent household. “Eventually,” said Roseann Flood, “Ann moved with her three toddlers to Jennie and Carl’s for a while, who helped her with the girls when Ann was at work.” Perhaps this is why Carolyn began kindergarten earlier than most children, at four and a half years old, rather than at five.

The split put the family under stress within and without—at home, the children had to make do with one parent around for day-to-day activities, and in the outside world, despite semi-liberated seventies proclamations of single mothers as superwomen, they were sometimes eyed with suspicion for breaching the norm. It was not just the mothers who felt the judgment—their children did, too.

Ann and the children moved back to Old Knollwood Road after William vacated the house in favor of an apartment elsewhere in White Plains. Carolyn intermittently asked her mother why they divorced but could never wholly wrap her head around it. William’s absences would form Carolyn’s experience of her father after her parents’ divorce. “When we went out, just the two of us, she would talk about being hurt that her father was not around,” said her friend MJ Bettenhausen. “She still wondered about all the memories, as she was so young when it happened.”

Despite having little memory of her father in the house, on rare occasions, traces of her feelings toward him surfaced. She once explained to a colleague who had asked her why she always ate so quickly. “I got in the habit as a little kid,” Carolyn replied. “I couldn’t stand the tension surrounding my father, and the sooner I finished dinner, the sooner I could get away.”

Carolyn’s emotional and psychological makeup was also significantly influenced by her maternal family and had much to do with her unwavering curiosity, drive, and insistence on authenticity—they had an aversion to pretense. A nimble strain of humor ran in the Messina family, as evidenced by Jennie’s frequent ripostes. Once asked if she was afraid to live so close to Sing Sing prison, Jennie shot back, “Sweetheart, trust me, if someone breaks out of jail in Ossining, the last thing they’re going to do is stay in Ossining!”

Jennie had demonstrated the value of community responsibility by example: She volunteered at Phelps Memorial Hospital Auxiliary. Ann herself was always active in charity work with the Boys & Girls Clubs of America and Kids in Crisis. She imparted this caring spirit to her daughters, who participated in the Camp Fire Girls, the first co-ed, nonreligious, and multicultural organization for girls in the US; its playgroup counterpart for younger ones, the Bluebirds; and the three sisters sang to the elderly in retirement homes.

Throughout Carolyn’s childhood, Ann’s steady presence was the defining feature. Teaching her girls to make their own way and cultivate a solid work ethic was of the utmost importance to Ann, who had been raised among strong women with confidence, self-respect, and ambition as inherited traits. A friend of Carolyn’s remembered Ann’s sense of humor: “She laughed as much as Carolyn but suffered no fools.”

Fortunately for the Bessette girls and their mother, a new father figure was about to come onto the scene. According to a friend, when Carolyn needed treatment for scoliosis at nine years old, Ann brought her to the acclaimed orthopedic surgeon Dr. Richard G. Freeman. Dr. Freeman was a recent widower; his wife, Marion, had died in 1975. He had three daughters of his own, Kathy, Diana, and Lori, and according to friends was an openhearted and nurturing parent.

Dr. Freeman was calm and funny—a distinct change from intense William. Ann and Richard fell in love and were married in 1977. A few months later, “at my last conference with Carolyn’s mother,” recalled Darkenwald, “she informed me that they were resettling in Greenwich.”

By January 27, 1977, when William bought Ann’s share of the Knollwood Road house, Ann was no longer Ann Bessette; she was Ann Freeman. In Greenwich, the Bessette women joined the large Freeman household on Lake Avenue, a street of rolling lawns and stately homes. Although Ann’s situation improved after marrying and moving to Greenwich (among other things, Freeman would turn out to be a loving stepfather), she never forgot where she came from—and nor did her youngest daughter. Carolyn’s beginnings—in which her Italian American mother found herself single and raising her children alone after her husband’s departure—would reverberate throughout her life.





CHAPTER THREE GREENWICH TIME [image: ] 1977–1983

Carolyn and Lauren clambered from the street up onto the bus. Lisa was not there yet, so the driver hesitated. The two sisters made their way along the aisle, smiling, screaming hellos to friends as only teenagers can, to sit in the back with the popular girls. The bus remained still. Why weren’t they moving?

“Go ahead!” yelled Lauren.

“You don’t need to wait for Lisa,” Carolyn chimed in, the two of them laughing.

Sometimes the driver would wait anyway; sometimes he would not. It was only a ten-minute drive from the Freeman home at 722 Lake Avenue to Greenwich High School, but to walk took over an hour. If one of the girls missed the bus, Dr. Freeman or Ann would have to drive her.

Sometimes it was Carolyn who was late, sometimes it was Lauren, and sometimes it was Lisa (though usually not Lisa). Whoever it was, the other two sisters would urge the driver to go ahead. They thought it was hilarious.

Carolyn thought a lot of things were hilarious in her early teens. She was coming into her good looks, was giddy and excitable, and loved making friends. In the late seventies and early eighties, Greenwich was a safe enclave and a teen dream. High schoolers convened and shopped on Greenwich Avenue, at D.W. Rogers, a clothing store that helped bring your bags to your car; bought candy and greeting cards at Meads; and grabbed burgers and milkshakes at Neilsen’s Ice Cream. Especially popular, though, was the beach at Tod’s Point. The freedom to walk the avenue and meet with friends at the beach was exhilarating.

Despite the new stomping grounds, family was always close. Ann remained protective, and the sisters enjoyed the stability of a loving stepfather in a bright and spacious new home. Jennie and Carl Messina remained a large part of their lives, and together they attended their extended family’s many baby showers and weddings. Carolyn expressed her love for her grandmother much in the same way Jennie would describe everything else—with a quip: “I have a little Italian grandmother with a hair growing out of a mole on her face.”

Back then, Greenwich was not the ostentatiously wealthy place it is today. There were the old-school WASPs, but they kept their privilege understated. Shabby couches, beat-up station wagons, and worn-out Top-Siders were the order of the day. Many working-class Italians had recently come to the area to work as stonemasons. They were the artisans, and their craft is apparent in the stone walls that line the yards of the quietly expensive homes spread throughout the area.

The town was a peaceable mix of different families. Through the 1960s, Catholics were not admitted into many country clubs, which formed a large part of social life in Greenwich. One fellow Italian American Greenwich resident who lived there in the late sixties and early seventies remembered that “you feel that difference in that world of Connecticut country clubs. Catholics were not welcomed in Protestant clubs, so we joined Mamaroneck’s predominantly Irish and Italian Winged Foot Golf Club. And we spent a lot of time at church, St. Mary’s.” By the time the Bessette sisters arrived, these old rules were just beginning to change and the town was opening up.

Ann Freeman’s expertise was education, and she surely found the Greenwich public school system attractive. And though the need for her salary was less pressing, she continued teaching at Douglas G. Grafflin School in nearby Chappaqua. Mimi Stein was one of her fifth- and sixth-grade students in the late 1980s. “[Mrs. Freeman] was kind and open with us,” Stein said. “She was in a second marriage, which wasn’t super common at the time. She was around fifty, and when most other teachers were dyeing their hair, she was an elegant gray. She was the only teacher in front of whom I felt comfortable making mistakes.

“She had a deep level of understanding of what would work best for each student. She knew what it was like to be a kid, but she still had high standards and could work with her students in an individual way that is rare. Mrs. Freeman wasn’t a hugger until you knew her. She was a warm demander.”

Dr. Freeman’s three daughters, Kathy, Diana, and Lori, were off to college and beginning independent young lives. Despite this, the six girls, Bessettes and Freemans, got along well—perhaps not living together on a daily basis precluded issues stepsiblings sometimes have. Most important, the Bessette sisters loved Dr. Freeman, and he loved them back, treating them as his own.

Ann and the girls settled in. She signed her daughters up for ballet at the Greenwich Ballet Workshop. The girls attended Central Middle School, which went through ninth grade. Lauren and Lisa then started their sophomore year at Greenwich High School, which at the time went from grades ten through twelve. Carolyn joined her sisters there for her sophomore year in the fall of 1980.

Classmate Peter Wilson attended Greenwich High School in the same era. “It was such a more free-spirited place as a teenager in the eighties,” he observed. “The shops were still independently owned as opposed to the chains that now line Greenwich Avenue. Teenagers had big parties in their parents’ homes when they went out of town. But the same teens throwing and attending the parties participated in Safe Rides, an organization that designated sober drivers to transport people from place to place.

“One night, I’d be a sober driver,” said Wilson, “and the next, I caught a ride. It was great. It was more innocent and so much more fun. It was a time marked by trust, and we felt more freedom than kids do today. So we tended to live up to that trust.”

Greenwich High was an enormous public school with over 2,200 students. Everyone convened at the student center, a vast open area that housed every clique. There were the usual ones: jocks, druggies, nerds, and a few special to Greenwich High, such as the tree people—the environmental enthusiasts. They all sat separately for the most part, but at the same time, they mostly got along. “Carolyn was in a smaller, different group,” said classmate Sue Milby. “It wasn’t jocks or stoners; it was just around four of them, Carolyn, one other girl, and two boys. They facetiously called themselves the ‘Number Ones.’ ”

Lauren Holch, who rode the bus with the Bessettes, recalled: “All the sisters seemed gorgeous and popular and sat in the back of the bus with the popular kids, while I was shyer and sat in the front. It was hard not to notice them. Though Lisa seemed a bit less outgoing than Carolyn and Lauren.”

By this point, Carolyn was taller than both her sisters, and as tall as most boys. While Lauren and Lisa, fraternal twins, had long, wavy brown hair and brown eyes, Carolyn’s hair was lighter, even sun-kissed with blonde in the summer, and her eyes were bright blue. Still, they were often a tight trio, although they eventually found their way to different interests and friend groups. Other than ballet, Carolyn’s main activity was work. She babysat and she took a job at Threads & Treads, the local sports shop that carried athletic wear with team insignias for the local high schools, on Greenwich’s East Putnam Avenue.

Another friend of the Bessettes said, “It felt like the girls were in a bit of a pressure cooker, maybe like the family had a strict decree to be ‘good girls,’ to get all A’s and do everything right. It felt to me that they were slightly stressed over what was expected of them.”

While the Bessette sisters grew up comfortably, they were aware that their current lifestyle was made possible by their stepfather, an experience not unlike Jackie and Lee Bouvier’s when their mother, Janet, married Hugh D. Auchincloss. Dr. Freeman attended Columbia University’s Vagelos College of Physicians and Surgeons, completing his residency in surgery in 1959 and his residency in orthopedic surgery in 1964, both at Mount Sinai. He led a thriving practice in Westchester and was the chief of orthopedic surgery at White Plains Hospital.

At the Freemans’ beautiful six-bedroom, five-bathroom home at 722 Lake Avenue, Carolyn’s room was decorated in a French provincial style, a blend of Parisian polish with countryside rustic in various shades of white. She had neither a television nor a phone in her room—Carolyn was the type to talk all night if she had the chance, so Ann wisely kept the phones in family spaces. Lauren and Lisa both excelled academically. Carolyn got good grades but didn’t put in the same effort as her sisters—her favorite subject was people. After Carolyn’s first year at Greenwich High, Ann felt she was having “too much fun” and transferred her to St. Mary High School for her junior year.

“What this meant,” said a classmate, “was that her grades were suffering. To be fair, Greenwich High, with the enormous student center that was so social it could feel like a nightclub in midday, required students to be very focused to keep up with a rigorous curriculum. Carolyn was magnetic, and people were drawn to her, vying for her attention. Add to this the fact that we were allowed to leave campus for at least one block during the day, and it was easy to fall behind.”

In the fall of 1981, Carolyn began her junior year at St. Mary’s, a mere four-minute drive along Clapboard Ridge Road from their Lake Avenue home. St. Mary’s was smaller and less academically rigorous than Greenwich High, but also stricter. Ann T. Edwards, who taught English at the school, noticed that several students came to St. Mary’s after having “too much fun” elsewhere. “It was a Catholic School, so a lot of protective parents sent their teenagers,” Edwards recalled.

Irene Savage, a teacher at St. Mary’s, remembered Carolyn as “vibrant and beautiful, but there seemed to be a bit of a drama. Perhaps it was just that she was new, because I don’t remember it being a lasting issue.”

While switching schools has inherent drama, this particular drama seemed to center on Carolyn having blossomed into a young woman of uncommon beauty. “Her looks attracted attention everywhere she went,” said close friend and St. Mary’s classmate Victoria Giorgi. “And she hated it. She would feel creeped out by the staring, and it often was creepy.”

One friend first saw Carolyn as she made her way across the sand at Tod’s Point to the concession stand. “That walk meant you were on parade, and you’d think, I hope I look all right, I’m going to the concession stand. Carolyn stood out, always had that charisma, that it factor,” recalled the friend. “She was tall and thin—though not rail thin, as she later became—with eyes like a Siberian husky. But different looking, not Greenwich preppy pretty, not your usual ‘pert nose, winged hair’ beauty, and I mean that in the best way.”

Ann kept a relatively tight rein on Carolyn as a defensive measure. “Carolyn’s mom was welcoming to Carolyn’s friends,” recalled Giorgi. “She was truly warm and nice. But due to the excessive attention Carolyn’s looks brought her, Ann was a little strict. So there were certain things Carolyn was not allowed to do. She was not allowed out late and had an earlier curfew than many of us. Ann needed to protect her. But of course, Carolyn snuck out once or twice.”

Yet Carolyn was careful. “Many kids who lived in Greenwich came from very wealthy families, and the drug scene was intense. So while Carolyn might have been in the room while some partook, she didn’t go near them,” said Giorgi. “She was raised to steer clear of drugs or excessive drinking.”

One weekend, Giorgi got permission to host a friend’s sixteenth birthday party in the basement while her parents were in the house upstairs. “Everyone hung out together—St. Mary’s and Greenwich High kids. So, as was always the case, it ended up being a massive party, and the house was trashed,” she said. “When I headed to bed, my parents told me I’d go nowhere until I cleaned the house. There was a huge get-together the next day on the beach by Tod’s Point, and I fell asleep resigned to missing it while I picked up cups and mopped beer off the floor. But Carolyn was sitting at the edge of my bed when I woke. ‘Wake up! Come on, I’ll help you clean, otherwise, you’ll miss Tod’s!’ I couldn’t believe she had come to help me. No one else had. But she did, and together we got the house clean. Carolyn was sweet that way, always thinking of others.”

Other than house parties, Carolyn and friends would sometimes branch out for meals at local casual joints such as Casey’s Tavern, Boxing Cat Grill, and Neilsen’s. Mostly, though, the beach by Tod’s Point was the place to be after school or on weekends. The boys played football while the girls would hang out or play volleyball. Everyone played Frisbee.

“We all got sodas and junk food from the concession stand, and by spring, it turned into proper beach days,” Giorgi recalled. “Someone always blasted music from their car, usually classic rock. It was a sweet, innocent time.”

Everyone also went to Tod’s Point after prom. Many stayed the whole night.

“Carolyn was definitely never allowed to do that,” Giorgi said. “She went to prom but did not stay out all night. She would’ve never tried.”

“She wore a white slip dress to prom,” said another student. “Carolyn was sophisticated and stunning even then.” The other girls still wore poufed-up eighties constructions, so Carolyn, there with her boyfriend, Gene, stood out even further.

Carolyn had begun dating Eugene “Gene” Carlin, St. Mary’s star football player, in her junior year. One student remembers Carlin as “a little conceited, a little bit of a player.” (This rather ungentlemanly description tracks: When the press reached out to him in the 1990s, Carlin described his relationship with Carolyn as “hot and heavy. She’s passionately sexy,” and then added, “Use your imagination.”)

But Carolyn could handle Carlin, who also described Carolyn as “someone who would make you jealous, and if you tried to do it back she’d ignore you. Then you go completely crazy.”

The couple attended parties at mutual friend Rob Pedicano’s house, which boasted the most sought-after luxury possible, at least for teens: a pool. Rob found Carolyn to be “incredibly kind” despite dating the big guy on campus. On Halloween of 1982, he hosted yet another party at his home. “Carolyn came dressed as a flapper. She was a knockout,” he said. “And so nice. Later that same fall I was in a car accident, and it was Carolyn who came to visit me when I was stuck in the hospital for a week.”

The picture of the pretty, compassionate, spirited high school girl that emerges from her friends and classmates of the time has another, darker corollary.

“Carolyn didn’t see her biological father much. She never really spoke about him,” said Giorgi.

Yet the Bessettes did see the girls for Christmas. “They split the day,” said Thomas Bessette. “Ann had them in the morning, and in the afternoon we were all at my sister Dorothy’s house in Woodbury [CT]. Dorothy always hosted; we called her The General. After a big dinner, presents. I still remember Bill sitting on the couch with two of his daughters nestled in his armpits.”

“Additionally, despite her magnanimity, some girls were jealous, which didn’t feel nice,” said Giorgi. “Carolyn had no arrogance, but some girls were catty that she was so pretty and dated the cute football star.”

Carlin was a year ahead of Carolyn, but he postponed going to college, so they continued dating throughout her senior year. “If I remember correctly,” said one friend, “Ann was not crazy about Eugene.”

When not with Gene, Carolyn spent time with friends. Unlike many of her peers, Carolyn didn’t have a car, so she got rides from Giorgi and their mutual friend Carol Kleckner. “Carol’s house was closer to mine, so she picked me up before Carolyn,” said Vicki. “But Carolyn refused to sit in the back. Carol had a stick-shift Toyota, and Carolyn would squish in and sit between me and the shift. We’d laugh about it the entire ride, everyone jabbing elbows.”

Lauren and Lisa would also pick Carolyn up or give her rides. “Her sisters were friendly to everyone, too. And they looked out for Carolyn,” Giorgi said. “If we were at Tod’s Point, they would come over to check on her, and bring her home if she hadn’t already gotten a ride.”

But really, Carolyn was doing just fine on her own at a different school. She seemed to be someone who always landed on her feet. Her fellow students found her to be full of joie de vivre. “I remember her as so sweet and also light-years ahead of the rest of us, emotionally and mentally,” said one classmate.

“Carolyn was popular, but actively avoided becoming part of any clique. She was open to seeing anyone, [to making] any plan,” Giorgi recalled. “She was a connector. She was close with Cathy Farrell, and the school always had them give prospective new students tours—because they were pretty, of course, but also because they were poised and personable in a way unusual for high school. I remember they were getting a little bit of local modeling work. Cathy’s mother had made the connection for them.”

But the modeling stint lasted only a short time. “Carolyn quickly found out she did not like the modeling work,” explained Giorgi. “She didn’t like the attention and wanted to move freely among her friends, under the radar.” Dr. Deena Manion, another mutual friend, remembers the same, and sometimes it even extended to just having her picture taken by friends in casual circumstances. “Like everyone,” said Manion, “I remember the first time I saw her. We were at Tod’s Point on the beach, and she came over to say hello. I was thirteen to her fourteen and a half, and I was blown away by her beauty, thinking, I want her fashion. A jean pencil skirt, Tretorns with no socks, and a white oxford shirt. She was radiant. She was lively, with long hair that she threw around as she spoke. We saw one another over the years as our boyfriends were friends, and having her picture taken was never something she liked. It was true that pictures didn’t do her justice. None captured how gorgeous she was, so maybe that was part of why. But even in casual moments with friends, if someone wanted to take her picture, she would often turn her head away from the camera.”

Manion also made it clear that unlike a lot of teens in Greenwich, even ones they both spent time with: “Carolyn did not partake in drugs, even when we were out with people who were doing them. The times I spent with her, she didn’t touch anything. She just didn’t.” But abstaining from drugs didn’t mean she was particularly cautious or restrained.

“One evening, a group of us went into the city [New York City, an hour’s drive or train ride from Greenwich]. We went to a private party, but it was held at a club. There were different rooms throughout the club, and one of them had a ball pit, like you would see at a children’s indoor play center,” said Manion. “We walked up to the room. She looked at me, raised her eyebrow as if to say, I’ll jump in if you will. That was it. We spent the evening jumping around like kids in the ball pit, laughing hysterically.”

Her playful side was evident to friends; to acquaintances it could appear to be a wild side. “After she switched schools, it seems like she chose a group of friends who were partiers, or at least appeared to be,” said another friend. “They were loud, brash, and I remember being surprised. Her sisters were quite different. Lauren was very studious and goal-oriented. Lisa seemed more sensitive and bohemian, interested in art. Carolyn took a different tack, and although she was always nice to everyone, she hung with a tough crowd.”

It’s interesting to ponder the motivation behind the company she kept. Carolyn was not a heavy partier, but she spent a lot of time with those who were. Perhaps she felt the achievement-oriented path was linked to snobbery in a town where Catholics were unwelcome in clubs. She may have felt that while her French Canadian last name and blonde hair made her look WASPy, that was not who she really was, or at least who she had been while living in White Plains. She may have been self-conscious about the fact that the Freemans had had a whole life in Greenwich before she and her family even arrived. Finally, any difficulties in her relationship with her father weighed on her as well.

But none of these challenges were visible on the surface. “Carolyn was so poised, and she was mysterious even then,” said Deena Manion. “If there was a party, we never knew if she was going to show up or not. If she did, she would often breeze in at the last minute, and usually didn’t stay long. Even then, we knew she would do something spectacular with her life. We didn’t know exactly what, but we knew.” Carolyn had drive. She may not have known toward what, but already, in high school, she was manifesting the emotional intelligence that would be so fundamental to her professional life.

The caption to Carolyn’s junior-year photo in the yearbook sums it up best: “Nice Eyes. Smile. Easy to talk to. Always screaming. Beautiful hair. *PRETTIEST.”

It was in high school that Carolyn began to find her style. Catholic school girls often rolled up the waistband of their skirts to shorten them, but Carolyn did her own thing. The yearbook pictures show most girls in the uniform skirts, while Carolyn chose the less popular option: high-waisted, pleated pants.

“We had one of the nuns for homeroom,” recalled Giorgi. “Her name was Sister Maureen, and she was so strict about shoes. But Carolyn really loved to wear her low-heeled pumps. Sister Maureen would admonish her, ‘Those are not uniform shoes.’ ” Carolyn blew it off. “She already had a strong sense of what she liked to wear, and believe it or not, the shoes were Calvin Klein. She knew she’d get in trouble but would wear them anyway.”

Carolyn kept a sense of humor about it all. Like most teenage girls, she hated gym class when you had to change clothes, or what was called “dress out.”

“We had no gym facility, so we were constantly on the sidewalk battling rain and snow,” said Giorgi. “To add insult to injury, a gym teacher named Ms. Miller was into disco, and she made us do aerobics to songs like ‘The Hustle.’ I can still see Carolyn rolling her eyes, barely doing the kicks. She looked at me imploringly, her expression pained, as if screaming, ‘I can’t believe this is happening. I can’t believe this is happening.’ ”

Once at St. Mary’s, classwork came easily to Carolyn. She got good grades but didn’t have to put much time in. She did well without
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