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PART I

1952–1956







CHAPTER 1

Backstage

“You don’t miss a thing, do you?”

It’s Jack saying this: Jack with his back to Bobby; Jack with hands like a running tap, twisting a button on his jacket, tugging at his socks; Jack with a razor on the edge of his voice.

So you are nervous, Bobby thinks. His brother studies his notes; Bobby studies their opponent.

Here’s the senator from Massachusetts, gliding in at the last possible minute before the debate’s set to start, while they, the Kennedys, have been here for an hour already, sitting, standing, fidgeting. Senator Lodge walking in like a winner, like he’s got somewhere else to be. His smile gleams like emergency lighting, fluorescent bright. His arrival has stirred up a breeze in the stifling backstage air, and on that breeze: the scent of oranges.

Bobby tightens his tie. Loosens it. Side-eyes his brother. Senses the annoyance rolling off of Jack a moment before his brother says, “Crowd check,” and then Bobby takes off through an ill-lit corridor cluttered with music stands and the set pieces of theater productions.

This isn’t his high school, but it reminds him of the ones he went to. This dim, semi-abandoned wing off the auditorium stage—this would have been the spot boys used to trade cigarettes and chewing gum and stories about what their older brothers were doing in the war. And Bobby always with an ace up his sleeve: Two brothers. One fighting the Germans. One fighting the Japanese.

“One minute,” someone says, and Bobby wipes the sweat from his palms on the thighs of his pants. Thinks something eloquent, something like Shit, shit, shit. Presses one eye to a slit in the curtains.

Every seat is filled, and then some. Men offer up their chairs to women, and the women smile and take them. Others crouch in the aisles or stand together, smoking, at the back. But who are they all here for? His brother, or Senator Lodge?

“Full house,” Bobby says, returning to where Jack sits, folded into a corner, his mouth moving with silent words; reciting talking points, or prayers. He seems not to notice Bobby. Bobby doesn’t know whether to stay or go; he feels, right now, every inch of the eight years between them. For most of his life, Jack’s been a voice on the phone, a laugh in the other room; someone talked about but rarely seen, like God or the Pope. His brother an ace up the sleeve, but also a stranger.

A stagehand appears, motioning that they’re ready for Jack; across from them, someone is giving the same signal to Lodge. Jack stands, a silent negotiation between himself and his body as he pushes himself upright through his wrists, trying not to aggravate his back, his face starched with pain.

“Kick his balls off,” Bobby says, but Jack isn’t listening, already moving away.

They meet in the middle, his brother and the senator. Lodge sinks his palm into Jack’s without looking at him, instead waving to the crowd. The ease of a veteran politician in his element. For Lodge, this was the plan all along: the first son of a political family, born to hold office. 

Lodge is here, Bobby said as the senator arrived backstage. And Jack’s response: You don’t miss a thing, do you? Bobby supposes that it’s always obvious when men like that enter a room. Men who’re supposed to be there. Not like his brother, who barely looks old enough to run for class president, much less the United States Senate. Who’s only here because their brother Joe is not, killed in a plane crash during the war. No remains recovered, nothing of him to bury.

Seated now, the senator sips from a water glass, unbothered. Lodge might have incumbency, his sisters had joked earlier, what feels like years earlier, but Jack has Catholic mothers. Catholic mothers sending up prayers across the state. Catholic mothers chanting Aves for the Congressman from the Eleventh District.

He thinks of his father, ten miles away listening to the radio in his hotel room, wearing a track through the carpet in his smoking slippers. He’d have known the right thing to say to Jack before he went out there. Some final piece of advice that would have spurred him to victory. But their father didn’t want to give the press something to talk about besides his son. Even a decade after being exiled from politics, he’s still a divisive enough figure that any public appearance would mean blowback for Jack.

Bobby looks at Lodge, with one leg crossed over the other, and then at Jack, with both feet planted firmly on the floor. He looks at Lodge, and he hates him beyond reason.

All of the advisors have agreed: as long as Jack holds his own, it’ll prove they’re equals. A draw is good enough. But Bobby doesn’t want good enough. He wants to gut Lodge. He wants to hoist up his brother’s noodle of an arm at the end like a victorious prize fighter’s. He wants, and wants, and keeps on wanting.

So here they are: one brother on stage, one waiting in the wings. The moderator asks the first question, and they both take a breath.







CHAPTER 2

Kennedy for Senate

But first there’s this:

Early spring in the year of our Lord 1952, six months before the debate with Lodge, and Bobby’s listening to his father on the phone, trademark Joe Kennedy: “I don’t give a damn how much it costs—if we’re not reaching markets outside of Boston, we’re not going to win!”

First—before the lights, the audience, the stagehands, the senator, before Bobby will stand in the wings with skin too tight for his body, a snake of nerves constricting his throat—first he has to become the campaign manager. And this is how it happens, six months before debate night: with him summoned to his father’s room at the Ritz to be given the keys to the castle. At least in title. It’s not that they actually need him as campaign manager, just that he’s a convenient buffer between Jack and his father.

This is the plan; his father’s plan. The castle or the outhouse. The world, or nothing. Why? Because they’re Kennedys. Because when his brother was born, their grandfather crowed that he’d be president of the United States.

Except Jack’s the wrong brother; that story was about Joe. A three-headed grief twists inside him; not only Joe, but also Kick, killed in a plane crash four years ago, and Rosie—not dead, but gone, hidden away in a facility somewhere that he and his siblings know better than to ask about. Even when it comes to tragedy, his family beats everyone. No matter the metric, Kennedys don’t lose.

Although he’s seated, his father seems to be towering—this has to be a trick he learned on Wall Street. Some people have fathers who swing them up on their shoulders, or read to them before bed. He has a father who was once ambassador to England and is still referred to by the title, even by his own children, a father who plays the stock market the way his mother plays the piano, adeptly and without error, who looks at his children the way Saturn might have: certain of their potential, ready to devour them whole.

But his third son; his third son he’s never known quite what to do with. He hangs up the telephone and gazes at Bobby now with that familiar unfamiliarity. They say the only similarity between the Ambassador and Bobby is the color of their eyes. The Ambassador wrote a friend once that he was afraid Bobby was growing up a sissy because he’s surrounded in age order by girls, with sisters above and below him. Bobby’s sure that, given the choice, his father would have put Eunice in charge. Eunice who’s tough as nails and will give you a piece of her mind whether you asked for it or not. But he must have thought they had enough working against them as it was; better a sissy in charge than a woman.

“Now look,” his father says. “Dalton was a fine campaign manager. Ask anyone and they’ll tell you: a completely competent operative. Do you know why I got rid of him?”

He was there; he watched Dalton get ripped a new one about campaign spending. His father’s exact quote, he believes, was, “You’ve spent ten thousand dollars of my money and you haven’t accomplished a damn thing.”

But no conversation with his father is just a conversation. It’s also an aphorism, a fable, a lesson delivered to a lecture hall of one.

“Why?” he asks.

“Because we’re Kennedys,” his father says. “We don’t settle for competence.” He spreads a map of their state on the table in front of Bobby. “What do you see?” his father asks.

“Massachusetts” isn’t the answer, but it’s the one he gives.

“A springboard,” his father says, tapping the map with an impatient hand. “We need people who’ll think bigger.” He looks Bobby over with a gaze that settles as heavily as a suit of mail. “What are you going to contribute to your family?” his father asks. “We could build something here if your brother would just listen to me.”

“You know Jack,” Bobby says. “He likes to go things alone.”

His father rounds on him. “You can’t go a campaign alone. And if he loses—” His father winces, as if physically pained. “Everything out the window.”

“Everything?” he asks without thinking, one of those throwaway comments you have to be careful of making in front of his father. Surely their entire future cannot rest on Jack’s winning this election. Surely the sun will still rise, the earth will still turn—his father’s eyes narrow to slits the size of coins.

“I would hope, Robert, that someone with your intelligence wouldn’t fail to grasp the magnitude of the situation. Or have I overestimated your intellect?”

There’s a story his family tells about him: when he was very young, maybe three or four, he jumped off the boat and into the bay. He didn’t know how to swim yet. When Joe hauled him back onboard, Jack said, “That either took a lot of guts or no brains at all.”

“The latter I think,” his father muttered.

This is who he is to the Ambassador: a brainless boy merrily trying to drown himself. You can’t fire family, but maybe he’ll be shunted off into the corner and Eunice will be called up after all, woman or not.

“If he loses, that makes all of us losers,” his father says, each word crisp and black, as if punched out on a typewriter. “What future do you see for a family of losers?”

He’s silent.

“That wasn’t a rhetorical question,” his father says. “Name a family that got somewhere by losing.”

He returns his father’s gaze. “I can’t,” he says.

“You can’t.” His father nods, satisfied, turning back to the window. His glasses pick up the reflection of the clouds, obscuring his eyes. As a young man, their father looked like Joe, or Joe looked like him. Strong chin, sharp nose, pleasant smile. Handsome. Men who look ready to conquer their fates.

And he and Jack? Jack looks like he’s just gotten over a bad fever, or is on the verge of catching a new one. Bobby sometimes doesn’t recognize his own face in photographs. He looks at pictures of himself and has no idea who that man is.

“There aren’t many people who have what you all have,” his father says.

“We know,” he says.

“Then don’t waste it, damn it,” his father says.

cornered. another thing he’s been lately.

Cornered by his sisters in the same restaurant their father used to take them to when they were children. They were already seated when he arrived, three screws preparing to be turned in him. There was no small talk in this family. He’d barely poured himself a glass of water when Eunice said, “The old man wants you in Boston.” Her jaw set, digging in for a fight. Her eyes, like all of their eyes, changeable with her mood, and aggressively blue that day.

“I have a job here,” he said.

“You’re a Kennedy first,” Eunice said. First, now, always.

He turned to Pat, usually an ally. The smoke haze of her cigarette like a spell cast around her head. The sharp smell of mint.

“Are you on menthols again?”

“Do you want one?” The lazy flick of her wrist offering him the pack. She was only there because she had nothing better to do, and she enjoyed the small dramas of life: being caught gossiping by the person you’re talking about, flirting with your best friend’s husband, fights between her siblings.

And Jean nervously shredding a straw wrapper, there to referee in case things got ugly.

He looked between his sisters: variations of the same pattern. Russet-haired. Light-eyed. Bright white teeth waiting to tear into you.

And then Jean said something unthinkable in the blunt, quick way of younger sisters who aren’t used to getting very many words in: “He might lose.”

Silence.

“It’s that bad?”

“You know how Jack is.”

“You know how Dad is.”

They told him about the feud that had been bubbling up between Jack and the Ambassador. King Henry and the wayward prince Hal. Jack, who hadn’t been taking their father’s calls, or advice. Jack, who seemed to forget that their father had once tread the highest halls of power. Their father, who seemed to forget that Jack wasn’t Joe, not happy to go along, not someone who had believed his whole life he was destined for politics.

“What does Dad think I’m going to be able to do?” he asked.

Eunice: “We’re as confused as you are.” In his family’s eyes, he ranked somewhere north of “inadequate” and just shy of “completely useless.” And Eunice could do a better job; she knew it and he knew it, too. “You could always tell Dad you don’t want it,” she added. “It’ll be a lot of work. One big headache.”

She should’ve been in ancient Rome, he thought, although if she’d been in Brutus’s shoes, she wouldn’t have needed forty other senators to fell Caesar. She’d have done it in one stroke.

“Did Jack—I mean, does he want me out there?” He tried to say this casually, like he was asking the time.

Pat shot him a pitying glance. “Of course he does,” Pat said, which meant No, not at all.

But now he’s here, in Boston, whether his brother likes it or not.

And it’s not, if he had to guess. Jack doesn’t look at him with the cold distance of their father, but with a closer, more intimate annoyance. This is worse.

Jack keeps a campaign the way he used to keep his room: messy, books thrown everywhere. The campaign itself is a bigger mess. No statewide infrastructure to speak of. No network. Just a bunch of aides who don’t know whether to listen to his brother or the Ambassador. The politician, or the purse.

“How have things been going on like this?” he asks his brother. “What have you been doing this whole time? How was nobody on top of this?”

It’s March; his brother’s plan was to start months before anyone else would even dream of it. Give him time to connect with the voters. To have a chance at competing with the immediate name recognition of “Lodge.” The man they’re running against, whose seat they hope to steal—Henry Cabot Lodge, say it out loud to yourself—when he bleeds, it’s blue; his ancestors were in the Senate. Bobby’s were starving. The Kennedys are—rich? Yes. The good kind of Irish? Yes. But still Irish. Still immigrants. It counts in this country; counts against you.

And sure, Jack’s been speaking everywhere that’ll have him, but what good does that do without donors, volunteers, organization?

“Please Bob—one question at a time.” Jack massages his jaw, all good humor gone in an instant. This is the effect Bobby has on his brother.

“To land a statewide position, you need statewide support,” Bobby explains slowly, to which Jack rolls his eyes. “And from the sound of things, you’re pissing off your biggest donor,” he says lightly, toeing out onto the ice. “What kind of strategy is that?”

Jack’s face pinches, then slips back into carefully crafted amusement. “Wait until it’s you, Bobby,” he says. “See how you like it when Dad sits you down and tells you who you’re going to be and what you’re going to do—heads he wins, tails you lose.”

I’m never running for office, he almost says. Would say, if it were Ted. But not to this brother.

“You sound like a teenager,” he says instead, expecting the sudden heat of Jack’s retort.

But Jack only laughs, unbothered. “I made a good teenager. The drinking, the sneaking around. The girls.”

His eyes fall away, down some cellar of memory, some corridor that Bobby can’t follow. Bobby was always too young, wasn’t he? Wandering the fields around Hyannisport catching baby rabbits, smuggling them into the house to live in the bottom drawer of his and Ted’s dresser until his mother got wise to his act and started making him turn out his coat pockets before he came inside. When he was a boy, his brothers were men. When he was a man, one brother was dead, and the other one had taken his place.

He looks at his brother, surrounded by the clutter of the campaign. Jack seems small in his suit, or maybe it’s the room that dwarfs him. He notices, for the first time, the bags under his brother’s eyes.

“I can’t be the candidate and the manager,” Jack says. “And I can’t let Dad have free rein—don’t look at me like that. You know his politics are the kiss of death.”

This he can’t argue. Their father has a tendency to end up on the wrong side of history; just look at how his own career ended. One day the ambassador to England, with a door opening up for his own presidential run, the next a resignation in disgrace because he thought the Nazis should be appeased and made the mistake of letting people put his opinions in print.

They’re silent for a minute.

“Why did you agree to it?” Jack asks at last.

He offers part of the truth: “I heard it was a shit show,” he says.

Jack gives his best imitation of a smile. “Dalton was a doormat,” he says, looking at Bobby. “Are you going to be a doormat?”

Bobby’s lived in this family long enough to know a challenge when he hears one.

“You worry about shaking hands,” he says. “I’ll worry about the rest.”

“I thought the point of New York was to have your own life,” Pat says, watching him from a seat in his new office. The badger’s stripe of blonde dyed in her hair gleams as she cocks her head to the side, studying him. “Are you sure this is what you want?”

“I want Jack to win,” he says.

“That’s what Dad wants,” she says. “What do you want?”

He stares at her hard, getting frustrated. “Am I supposed to run off to California?” he asks. “Will that solve all my problems?”

It’s a cheap shot, and Pat stiffens. He shouldn’t hold it against her, her disappearance across the country, but he does anyway. It feels like not just a repudiation of him, but of their entire family, an attempt to distance herself from the uncertain claim of being a Kennedy.

He remembers how, when they were children, they’d put on Christmas plays: the nativity, the wise men’s journey, the birth of the Christ child. He never got a say in his role: Kick had always cast him as the camel, or once “Backup Angel (Silent).” So maybe this is why he took the job: he wants to be written into the script.

“You don’t owe them anything,” Pat says at last, and it seems like she’s speaking as much to herself as to him. “You can say ‘no.’”

“It’s just until November,” he says.

She hooks her hair behind her ears and stubs her cigarette out in the nearest ashtray with three angry taps. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she says. He can’t help but feel he’s disappointed her somehow, but then he’s always disappointing one member of his family or another.

She pauses at the door, and looks at him with something that could almost be pity.

“It’s all well and good to give up your life for him,” she says, “but you might want to ask yourself if Jack would do the same for you.”







CHAPTER 3

Campaign Manager

No town is too small or too Republican.

That spring Bobby drives from Lawrence to Pittsfield, tapping the most well-connected men he can find to run Kennedy for Senate clubs. Their campaign can’t count on support from the Democratic machine or the party leaders—none of them give a shit about Jack. To their mind, it’d be wasted effort on a hopeless campaign. So the Kennedys will do it themselves, build their own machine, some combination of grassroots and guerilla campaigning.

Jack flies in from DC every Thursday; he leaves every Sunday. In the interim, he crisscrosses the state, speaking to any group that’ll have him. Veteran’s leagues. Church picnics. Women’s clubs. Their sisters march from door to door to talk to voters, hosting “Coffee with the Kennedys” events around the state. They return home at the end of the day, feet lined with blisters from a full day in heels. Even Teddy, stationed in Paris with the army for a year, is doing his part. He’s convinced the other boys from Massachusetts in his unit to vote for his brother come fall. Six Kennedys are running; only one is on the ballot.

When he’s not organizing, Bobby has the dreaded task of speaking, which often means standing on a chair in the middle of a bar. Fifty eyes on him, and none of them friendly. A flurry of questions that barely let him get a word in.

“Well why should we vote for him? Lodge is a veteran, too.”

“And he’s proved he can do the job—why switch horses mid-race?”

“Hasn’t your brother voted against unions?”

It’s not a matter of natural enmity—he’s deep in Democratic territory—it’s just that Boston Irish aren’t friendly to anyone.

“No,” he says. “That’s untrue, he voted against the Taft-Hartley Act because he felt it would weaken unions, whereas Lodge—”

Some newcomers muscle toward the front.

“You look a little young to run for office,” one man says.

“I’m not running,” he protests. “It’s my brother—”

His wife Ethel enters the bar with a lit cake. Chocolate and ablaze with a regiment of small white candles striped pink, blue, and yellow.

“I heard someone turned another year prettier,” she says. Addressing this room full of strangers in South Boston as if they’re her sorority sisters.

“Come on,” she coaxes. “Don’t be shy.”

Sheepishly, one man steps forward with a raised hand. “This Saturday,” he says.

“Happy birthday,” Ethel crows. “How old will you be?”

And that’s all it takes for a previously indifferent crowd to become theirs. Ethel cuts the cake, she asks the men their names, what they do, what issues they’re concerned with.

“What are we doing for veterans?” one says, and she nods and rattles off Jack’s record. Cost of housing, another says, and she tells him about the forthcoming legislation Jack’s sponsoring in that area. As natural with a crowd as any of his siblings. As natural with a crowd as a Kennedy should be. Although she grew up Republican, you’d think she’d been studying Irish pols her whole life. He remembers their early acquaintance; Jean would bring home her college friends to campaign for Jack’s early races for the House. Most of them were only good for licking stamps. But not Ethel.

Somehow when he and his siblings were sent out canvassing, he was always stuck with her, the girl who wouldn’t shut up. The two of them walking door to door handing out fliers and trying to convince people to vote Kennedy. Climbing walk-ups around Boston in the summer heat and knocking on stranger’s doors. And the whole time, Ethel talked. Asking them about their sons and daughters; the babies they were expecting; where they were from; what they wanted, all while he sat there mute, picking at the tablecloth like her idiot cousin. By the time they left, she’d usually secured not just a vote, but also an invitation to dinner, knitting circles, christenings, vacations.

“You’re good at this,” he told her once as they left, and she said, “One of us has to be.”

And before they went into the next house, when they were still standing at a stranger’s door, strangers themselves, she’d look at him sideways in the dim of the hallway and say, “Knock, knock,” like it was the start of a joke just between them. It’s the kind of thing that makes you fall in love, after a while.

She gets them singing now, a bar full of men belting out “Happy Birthday.” Then she slips over to where he stands alone, at the edge of the room. It works the same way it used to: she talks, he watches.

She cuts a bite of cake off with the edge of her fork and offers it to him. “Here comes the airplane,” she says.

“How did you know it was his birthday?” Bobby asks.

“If you get a hundred people together, it’s always close to someone’s birthday,” she shrugs. “And if not, you still have cake.”

“Good trick,” he says.

She winks at him. “Wait’ll you see my next act.”

After a few months of this, the Kennedy organizers report: “high level of enthusiasm among young voters; voters responding well to most recent attack on Lodge’s attendance record; a visit from the congressman would be well received.” Bobby reads everything that comes across his desk. He writes back and tells them how to adjust course, sending Larry O’Brien and Ken O’Donnell out across the state to see that his orders are followed. O’Brien is Jack’s man, knows state politics better than the rest of them combined, and O’Donnell is his, a stoic, dark-eyed Irishman who played football with Bobby at Harvard.

But most important, Bobby meets with their father so Jack doesn’t have to, his father who uses the telephone like it’s an instrument of war, drawing up battle plans, issuing commands, demanding information about enemy troops.

“The Democrats are finished in November. Mark my words: it’s a red wave.”

His father is fond of making apocalyptic declarations with a Mark my words or a Just you wait, like some Shakespearean villain plotting his revenge.

“People want peace and prosperity, not proxy wars,” his father continues. “They want to own houses. They want dishwashers—I don’t know how the party doesn’t see it.”

“Dishwashers have never been a significant plank of the party platform.”

His father, forgetting himself, laughs. “I suppose that’s true,” he says. “As true as anything.” He claps his hands together as if to bring the meeting back to order, one of those gestures seared into Bobby’s brain from childhood, loud rooms filled with chattering siblings who suddenly fell silent on command. He supposes you develop these cues over time when your children outnumber you nine to one.

“Jack can win,” Bobby says, “red wave or not.”

“As long as we get the Irish, the Catholics, the women,” his father says. “And as long as we keep Joe McCarthy out of the state.”

McCarthy: voted the worst senator in office by the Washington press corps his first year on the job. No one believed he’d be reelected.

A lesser man might have accepted his fate. Taken his one term in Congress and returned home to the bank or law office or university he left. But this is Washington, land of sudden reversals of fortune and violent political tides. It favors strong swimmers, and on Lincoln Day, 1950, McCarthy invented a new stroke. Standing before the Republican Women’s Club of Wheeling in the ballroom of the McClure Hotel, stocky, already balding but concealing it with a combover, giving the women there what might, on another face, be termed a smolder, but on his was brooding and violent.

People, McCarthy knew, wanted something to be afraid of. They wanted their fears named and given form as simply as possible. They would rather be told that it’s the Soviets who are threatening their way of life than their own complacency. They would rather fear the bomb than the fact that technology has produced power beyond man’s control. They want an enemy, not an enigma. And McCarthy gave it to them. He told them that the State Department was thoroughly infested with Communists—infested, he said, and the women thought of lice, bedbugs, rats. Things that needed to be eradicated.

And that was all it took. “McCarthyism,” his detractors branded it, but he took the term for himself, deemed it “Americanism with its sleeves rolled.” Every campaign he touched in 1950 turned to gold. A Republican sweep. Finally, people said, someone who’s going to do something about Communism.

Now, two years later, his popularity has only increased. The Irish in Massachusetts are crazy for McCarthy—one of their own, is how they see it. They’ve got his picture nailed up right next to the Pope. If Lodge gets an endorsement from McCarthy, they can kiss their one advantage over him goodbye. The Irish, the Catholics, the women, in that order.

Late at night, it’s just Bobby in campaign headquarters, just him and poll after poll he’s trying to bend to his will. He works by lamplight and old coffee, making notes to himself on the curled yellow pages of a legal pad.

“What are you still doing here?” Jack asks, unfolding himself from the shadows voice first, like the Cheshire cat’s smile dancing out on a tree limb.

He’s surprised to see his brother. Mostly they communicate via clipped phone calls that Jack always hangs up on first.

“You look tired,” Bobby says. The Candidate can’t look tired.

“That’s the funny thing. I’m not tired. Not at all,” Jack says. And maybe it’s true, but not in this light. His brother’s eyes are two wounds in a thin face. He limps when no one’s looking, his back troubling him again, always.

Jack studies a poster of himself tacked to the wall and turns away. “What are you working on?” he asks.

“How to reach the women of Hampden County.”

Jack nods like he suspected as much. For a moment, it sounds like a torrent of rain has unleashed outside, but it’s only the wind. “I’m going for a drive,” he says. “Want to come?”

They park below one of the Lodge for Senate billboards that have started to taunt the roads of Boston in recent weeks. Someone on the Lodge campaign has realized he has an opponent after all, although the senator himself is still out of state, organizing the Eisenhower presidential campaign. It never stops once you enter politics; this is why Bobby never will.

Is this what you used to do with Kick and Joe? he doesn’t ask, sitting on the hood of the car as his brother cracks open two beer cans. The Golden Trio, the British press dubbed his siblings when their father was the ambassador to England. Joe, the eldest; Jack, the wittiest; Kick, the prettiest. A nickname that cored Bobby because he wasn’t a part of it. And Jack, now, the sole survivor.

“You could make a career out of this,” Jack says, reclining against the windshield, wincing as he does.

“Don’t tell Eunice that.”

Their sister’s been stiff with him since he came to Boston, still resenting him for signing on as campaign manager. Jack gives him a knowing glance; he’s noticed it, too. They were raised as a tribe unto themselves; even now, grown up and separated by geographical distance, they’re attuned to each other’s moods.

“Don’t take it personally,” Jack says. “She hates me a little, too. She thinks she should have been the politician.” Takes a swig of beer. “And she’s right.”

Elizabeth I at Tilbury, that’s Eunice. Body of a weak and feeble woman, heart and stomach of a king. The muddy field, the Spanish threat, the princely queen in white gown and plumed helmet, wearing an iron corset and wielding a truncheon of steel.

“In any case,” Jack says, “You’re better than the last guy.”

“Only because I know how to deal with Dad,” he says, flicking the metal rim of his can. “I practically have a degree in it by now.”

“Can you imagine the coursework,” Jack asks, “for a master’s in Joseph Kennedy studies?”

“The Castle or the Outhouse: A Seminar on Achievement,” he suggests.

“Kennedys Don’t Lose,” Jack starts, and then cuts himself off, not in the mood. So it’s just Jack sitting here with him, not the Candidate. No charm. No jokes.

“Sometimes,” Jack says carefully, “I can’t tell if I do what I do because of him or because of me.”

“You mean running for office?” he asks.

“I mean everything.”

There are days he wonders if his brother’s heart is in this thing at all. You can tell when it’s Jack who’s shown up to an event and not the Candidate. Jack blurts out a speech; he hovers next to their mother in receiving lines to let her do the talking. He sits there and looks not a bit bothered when setbacks are discussed.

But he’s also seen the Candidate, who’ll climb a ladder to shake a window cleaner’s hand, his back be damned. Who’ll stop, even when he’s being rushed to the next event, to ask a girl with an Irish accent which county she’s from and tell her about their own relatives in Wexford.

Jack the now-eldest. He can feel their brother’s ghost behind him and doesn’t dare look. We’re just filling in for the dead, aren’t we? he wants to ask Jack. But he doesn’t. They’re not those brothers. Maybe they never will be.

The orange haze of the streetlight casts a pall like memory, like something you lost a long time ago. A shadow passes just out of sight: a feral cat, or maybe something else.

“We should get back,” he says reluctantly. “No time to lose.”

“There’s still plenty of time to lose,” Jack says. To Bobby, it almost sounds like a wish.

He clambers down off the hood of the car and hurls his can at the Lodge billboard. It doesn’t come close, falling in an arc and skittering across the gravel and into the weeds. “You’ll get us arrested,” Jack laughs, and Bobby says, “Prison would be a vacation compared to getting you elected,” but in his head he’s chanting us, us, us.

While the Republicans have their national convention, the Kennedys play football. They collide and tumble on the lawn of the summer house in Hyannisport. It’s white and benevolent and perched on the coast, although it represents another slight; they weren’t welcome in Cohasset where the WASPs vacation, so his father had to buy here instead. Jack sends a delicate spiral toward Pat, who lays out to catch it. They dart in and out of the house between downs for updates, the whole thing broadcast live for the first time ever.

“Someone is listening to your prayers, children,” their mother informs them from the porch, inciting a mad scramble inside. They’re hoping for an Eisenhower nomination in order to keep Lodge busy in the fall.

And they get what they want: Eisenhower showered in confetti, bald and grinning so widely his head gives the impression of an egg about to crack open. It’s hard to square this kindly old man with the engineer of D-Day. He looks more like someone you’d find behind a gas station counter in a flat Midwestern state.

Pat sighs heavily. “Eisenhower’s just so unsexy, isn’t he?”

After the RNC, Lodge takes off for the Virgin Islands to recharge for Eisenhower’s general campaign. The Kennedys have agreed that they’ll rest in November.

Every week, his brother is kissed by hundreds of women he doesn’t know at their tea parties. Old, young, none are immune. They wait in receiving lines that wind through ballrooms or rented hotel halls, straining around each other, standing on tiptoes to get a peek. They peck Jack on the cheek as they file past. The mothers wish he was their son, the bachelorettes wish he was their husband, or so the papers say.

“I bet most of them couldn’t even tell you what office he’s running for,” Eunice says through her teeth, standing in the receiving line at one of their Kennedy Teas. “They just want to look into his eyes.”

“They’re here for Mother,” Jean says as one woman pauses for an extended colloquy, holding up the entire line. Their mother, the daughter of a former Boston mayor, the dark-haired beauty who’s been campaigning since she was seventeen, filling in for her own mother, who had no taste for politics. Like a true expert, she pulls an Irish Switch: still smiling at the first woman while shaking the next woman’s hand and reaching for a third.

Their tea parties have been a success, their system devised and perfected on Jack’s previous campaigns. In each town scheduled for a tea, the campaign organizes a committee of fifty prominent women. Those fifty women each reach out to invite ten friends to the tea. Those ten friends invite ten friends themselves and so on and so forth until they have an audience of thousands built by the women themselves. It’s a novelty for most women, the opportunity to see up close a family they’ve only read about. The women’s vote, Jack has said from the start. That’ll be what puts him in office. The women’s vote, and the women’s work. When they canvass, Eunice knocks on twice the number of doors she’s assigned. If Jack can’t make an event, she’s his go-to surrogate on the campaign trail. And now, at the tea parties that she resents having to attend, she shakes hands with a vigorous pump that seems to startle most of the women on the receiving end. But that’s how a man shakes hands, their faces say.

Bobby scans name tags as the women file by: O’Leary. Kelly. O’Sullivan. Too many Irish. He makes a mental note to reach beyond their base, to Italians, French, Poles. No vote they won’t chase down with Earl Grey and petit fours. He’ll make sure that each woman today receives a thank you letter encouraging them to help out at Kennedy for Senate offices near them. These letters will be written by the previous round of tea party attendees, who’ve since been converted into volunteers themselves. Some of the women today—excited to get something in the mail besides a bill—will march in to volunteer. So who cares if they moon over Jack? They’ll mail out invitations for the next tea. The cycle will continue. The columns of votes will shift. Maybe it’ll be enough.

“I’m told they’re quite pleasant little affairs, and I’m sure they’re nonfattening,” Lodge is reported to say of their teas.

Laugh while you can, Bobby thinks.

The invitation comes in late August: Lodge wants a public debate with Jack.

“Absolutely,” his father pronounces. The Ambassador’s hotel suite has been turned into a temporary war room. Even Jack has come, willing to call a truce with their father in the face of Lodge’s challenge.

“Go show them an Irish boy has just as much smarts as the upper crust.” The disdain in his father’s voice is palpable. This, coming from a man who is himself a millionaire several times over.

O’Brien nods in agreement. “It either means he’s scared or overconfident,” he says. “Both are good for us.”

“Scared,” his father decides. “He’s finally realized he has some real competition and not a whipped dog.”

“We won’t have time to recover from a mistake,” Ken says. “Do you want your campaign decided in one night?”

“Eunice?” Jack asks, and Bobby knows this will be the deciding vote. She’s the one Jack turns to now that Kick, who he was even closer with than he was with Joe, is gone.

“You’re the underdog,” she says. “You need to play offense.”

So it’s decided. Bobby starts to stand, but then Jack knits his fingers together and turns to him. “Bobby?”

Resentment shadows Eunice’s face, there and gone before anyone else can spot it. The miracle at Tilbury came down to chance, he reminds himself. A change in weather that day, and Elizabeth’s army would have fallen to the Armada. Sometimes the wind’s in your favor; sometimes it’s not. When it is, you’d better be ready with the sails.

His brother is waiting for an answer. A mistake head-to-head is all that some voters would need to swing to Lodge. But he’s seen his brother turn it on when he wants to. Jack can win as long as he shows up as the Candidate and not himself. 

“Do it,” Bobby says.

“Good,” Jack says. “I’ve already told them yes.”







CHAPTER 4

Debate

So here they are. Jack and Senator Lodge onstage. Bobby in the wings.

Across the stage, Lodge’s people stand with clipboards and expressions ranging from unconcerned to bored. He thinks, We should have brought clipboards.

Jack pauses before he starts speaking, letting the last of the applause die down. “I’ve been traveling this state since January,” he says, his voice a flat nasal pitch like an insect, entirely unpleasant, meant to be swatted away—

“Getting to know her people, her industries, her problems. I have been campaigning in this state because I’d like to serve this state.”

Yes, good, hit hard, hit early—

“My opponent has only recently entered Massachusetts at all—perhaps after he saw one of my television ads.”

Laughter, and something unknots in Bobby’s spine. “Are they laughing as hard as they did for Lodge?” he asks Ken. O’Donnell’s only answer is to purse his lips, which means, in his friend’s laconic way, Shut up and watch the game.

“Massachusetts needs someone who is equipped to deal with her particular problems,” Jack continues, “not someone who is going to let our industry flee to the South and our jobs disappear.”

He hands the microphone back; the crowd sounds their approval. Lodge looks at Jack for the first time all night. Bobby wishes he had a camera to capture it, the brows knitted in confusion: This was supposed to be easy. But his mind is camera enough.

Lodge’s answers are concise, crisp. His brother’s answers are concise, crisp. If you were hoping for a dog fight, you’ve come to the wrong place. Other than the occasional jab at someone’s record, they’re entirely civil. The only one to draw blood is Bobby, chewing a hole in the wall of his cheek, the taste of iron warm across his tongue.

Lodge seems to take up more than his side of the stage, more than his chair, sitting there with a profile the papers call “regal” when what they mean is that a single glance from him makes you think he owns the place. Lodge studies the crowd; Jack studies the stack of papers arrayed in front of him, suit jacket hanging off of him like he’s just a coatrack. You could fit a whole other arm in his sleeve. Would Bobby vote for that man? That scarecrow in a suit? He falls back on that old rosary: War hero. Best-selling author. A voice for the next generation of Americans. Everything his brother has going for him. A platform that’s not a platform, so much as a confederacy of parts.

Splitting hairs, you might call the ballot this year. A well-educated war hero. A liberal Republican to Jack’s conservative Democrat. Except for one distinction: beating Kennedys is in Lodge’s blood. All the way back to 1916, to the same families, the same contest. Lodge’s grandfather, the Old Senator, the man Lodge was named for, against the man Jack was, their grandfather, John Fitzgerald. The Old Senator ran a bad campaign by all accounts and still trounced their grandfather by thirty thousand votes.

Bobby’s seen it up close, how you are the people who came before you, or you become them over time. Look at Joe, who everyone said was a natural politician, outgoing, popular, solicitous. And now look at Jack, who used to hide from them in closets on summer days so he could read his books in peace. Look at him running for office, sitting on a stage telling people “Pick me.”

There’s a limit to who you can be—to what you can be—and it’s mostly decided the moment you’re born. It’s not just the color of your hair or the shape of your nose that you inherit. It’s also your force of will, the ability to align destiny with opportunity, the size of the swath you’ll cut through history. The past isn’t just present, it’s running the show.

“A draw,” O’Brien decides as the debate winds down, and, seeing the look on Bobby’s face, “That’s as good a result as we could have hoped for. I bet he’s changed a few minds.”

Lodge is making his closing argument onstage, hammering the Democrats. “Unstaunched corruption. Flimsy efforts to halt the Communist Tide …”

Bobby looks out at the crowd, their faces lost behind a corona of spotlight. Is a few minds enough? Was it a mistake to let Jack debate Lodge? But perhaps the bigger mistake was Bobby taking this job in the first place. What does he know about electoral politics? What does he know about anything? He’s twenty-six years old; he’s still a boy in the fields of Hyannisport with baby rabbits sleeping in his pockets.

“A president who lost China and is losing Korea—is this the party you want to serve you?” Lodge demands, finishing with a flourish.

The microphone is handed off to Jack. There’s no pause this time.

“If we are to be blamed for all the failures, surely our successes should be counted as well,” Jack says. “Over the past twenty years, under the Democratic Party, this country has reached landmarks in social legislation, in civil rights legislation—the Republicans are quick to accuse us of everything that went wrong, but we are also responsible for everything that went right.”

There’s applause now—real applause—but Jack isn’t done. He’s got one more line; he’s got a period to end the sentence.

“Do you want someone who represents the party of the past or the party of the future?” he demands, looking out at the crowd.

The applause is instantaneous; it shakes the room with the thunder of their approval. Bobby thinks, God bless the people of Massachusetts. A second wave builds from the back of the room to the front, cresting over his brother anew.

It’s a better point than Lodge has made all night. The party of the future. That has a ring to it. Off the cuff? Or some little phrase his brother has been rolling around in his head for weeks now?

The moderator has given Lodge the opportunity to respond, but the senator fumbles, saying he agrees—the second rule of politics, never agree with your opponents—that the Democrats have had their share of successes, that if he’s sent back to the Senate, he’ll continue to work along bipartisan lines with good men on both sides of the aisle—

Jack calls their father from the hotel room. “How was I?” he asks, in a voice that sounds two feet tall.

Bobby’s itching for a copy of tomorrow’s paper, for the words they’ll use to describe his brother: Collected? Boyish yet self-assured? Dignified?

On the way out, Lodge had shaken Jack’s hand with a cheery smile, telling his brother, “Hell of a way to make a living, isn’t it?” Hardly the portrait of a defeated man. Probably thinking: Good for the Paddy, getting a few blows in.

Jack listens to their father’s response, eyeing the floor as he does and nodding absently. Bobby slides his tie off while he waits, letting it run like water through his hands, twisting it into a noose. Tomorrow, he thinks. And every day after that until November.

Jack hangs up. Enters the bathroom. The sound of
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