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DEDICATION

For inconvenient women everywhere











EPIGRAPH

They were careless people…they smashed up things and creatures and then retreated back into their money or their vast carelessness, or whatever it was that kept them together, and let other people clean up the mess they had made.

—F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

History, to paraphrase the adage, is typically told by the victors. But what of the other side? This book tells the stories of women whose lives were upended by Kennedy men, but whose collective history has never been captured in total. In my attempt to do so, I relied on methods common to nonfiction writers and historians: years spent in archival research; original interviews conducted with surviving family members and friends; preexisting biographies, memoirs, personal journals, and contemporaneous news reports. All informed what I believe are the closest, most accurate approximations of their thoughts and feelings. I would often ask those closest to these women if my assessments sounded fair, and only those agreed-upon conclusions—those thoughts and reactions—are the ones you’ll read here. Even the emotional fortress that was Jackie Kennedy Onassis shared her most intimate horrors with historians, relatives, and friends. What these women endured, I learned, is accessible, if only one looks hard enough. My subjectivity is, I believe, no less or more than that of any other historian drawn to their subjects.










PROLOGUE

This book is not ideological or partisan. It’s about thirteen women and a piece of American history hiding in plain sight. Kennedy men have been valorized and lionized for nearly a century, but the women they’ve broken, tormented, raped, murdered, or left for dead have never really been part of their legacy.

They must be. None of this is history. As William Faulkner wrote, “The past is never dead. It’s not even past.” The Kennedys remain a powerful and frequently destructive force, both in our politics and our culture. As of this writing, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a prominent conspiracy theorist and anti-vaxxer who has made racist and antisemitic comments, is running for president of the United States. He has raised tens of millions from big donors, almost all based on legacy. He remains unbothered and unquestioned about the circumstances leading to the suicide of his second wife, Mary Richardson Kennedy, in 2012—a fragile woman whom he tormented toward the end of their marriage and in the lead-up to her suicide, cheating on her, cutting off her credit cards and access to cash, trying to forcibly hospitalize her, telling her she’d be “better off dead.” He continues to smear her reputation, telling the press in December 2023 that yes, he had flown on the late pedophile Jeffrey Epstein’s private plane not once, as he previously claimed, but twice, and that was only because Mary had a “relationship” with Epstein’s chief procurer, the convicted child sex trafficker Ghislaine Maxwell—an assertion that several people who knew Mary well told me is impossible, given her character, her morality, and her devout Catholicism. RFK Jr. also, incredibly, has been given a huge pass for his false accusation that the savage 1975 sexual assault and murder of fifteen-year-old Martha Moxley was committed not by his once-convicted cousin Michael Skakel but by two teenagers from the Bronx, one Black, one mixed-race—teenagers he publicly named, endangering their lives. RFK Jr. wrote that one of the teens was “obsessed” with Martha’s “beautiful blonde hair” and that both young men decided to go “caveman” on her.

Imagine anyone but a Kennedy leveling such racist, baseless accusations. The media would, rightly, be aflame with indignation. Yet all these decades later, the Kennedys benefit from a perverse double standard—in the press, in the justice system, and in the court of public opinion.

It’s a double standard that is clearest and most insidious when it comes to the crimes that Kennedy men have committed against women and young girls. What was done to Mary and Martha are only two recent examples. Any victims who dare to fight back will find themselves confronting the awesome power of the Kennedy machine, one that recasts any woman, no matter how wealthy or famous or powerful, as crazy, spiteful, vengeful; a drug addict, a viper, a seductress. Whatever grievous harm a Kennedy man may have done to her, the message remains clear: She was asking for it. It was her fault.

Thus Camelot, that fairy tale of Kennedy greatness and noble men, still stands.

The late Ted Kennedy, vaunted “Lion of the Senate,” drove off a bridge and left a twenty-nine-year-old woman to die in three feet of water—his passenger Mary Jo Kopechne, whose life could have been saved. Yet that criminal act has successfully been transformed into “Ted’s tragedy,” an awful event that unfairly kept him from ever becoming president of the United States. Ted Kennedy served out the rest of his life in Congress and was given a statesman’s funeral with wall-to-wall news coverage, while Kopechne’s name was barely mentioned. He was memorialized by Ellen R. Malcolm, the founder of EMILY’s List, as “a true champion for women.” Cecile Richards, then-president of Planned Parenthood, lauded him as “a true champion of women’s health and rights.” Neither woman mentioned Mary Jo Kopechne.

This well-known drunk and serial sexual assaulter has been the glorified subject of two recent biographies, both by men: a two-volume treatment hyperbolically titled Catching the Wind and Against the Wind, respectively, by prize-winning author Neal Gabler, and Ted Kennedy: A Life, by prize-winning historian John A. Farrell. The latter describes Kopechne as “attractive but not gorgeous”—that observation, why?—before noting that she had the bad luck to be in a vehicle that passively “left the bridge,” as if, like the car in Stephen King’s Christine, it had a mind of its own. As if that car hadn’t been driven by a drunken Ted Kennedy, his driver’s license expired. As if Ted hadn’t sped down an unlit dirt road and careened off a small bridge with such force the car flipped and landed on its roof, the windshield smashed in.

Ted escaped. He left Mary Jo in that car upside down, forced to crane her neck at an awkward, painful angle as she struggled to breathe through a tiny pocket of air, surrounded by dark water, waiting for help that never came.

After the accident, guess who was at fault? Not Ted but his victim, Mary Jo, for being a single woman in this married man’s car late at night.

The Kennedys have a way of quashing anything or anyone—a book, a miniseries, an interview—that contradicts their golden image. They typically do this through power or payoffs. Caroline Kennedy and Maria Shriver personally lobbied the History Channel to kill The Kennedys, a 2011 miniseries that one family loyalist called “vindictive” and “malicious” in the New York Times, and were successful.

In one of the saddest ironies, even the most powerful Kennedy women would like this history erased. And such efforts have allowed this lie, this cancer in the American body politic, to further metastasize. It’s time to do right by the women and girls—and ourselves—by excising it.


[image: Paragraph break image]


Their stories are not told chronologically. Some women are paired throughout and some stand alone, but their unique experiences resonate in ways that link them across twentieth- and twenty-first-century America politically, historically, culturally, and socially. Some—such as Jackie Kennedy Onassis, whose life progressed along the path of modern American feminism, going from high-society debutante to First Lady to trophy wife to sexually liberated New York City career woman—will reappear; other girls and women have shorter stories, shorter lives.

Through deep reporting and interviews with many who have never spoken before, this book seeks to understand what being a woman among Kennedy men felt like over the years. I have taken some creative license here, but each of these stories is anchored by years of research. Many of these women are complicated; they, too, were attracted to money, fame, power—and that’s okay. We have made great strides in realizing that few girls and women ever make perfect victims. No one in these pages, despite what the Kennedys might have you think, deserved what happened to them. Not one deserves the stains on their legacies wrought, with great deliberation and zero remorse, by the Kennedys. This book is intended as a corrective, a new take on some women we think we know and some we’ve never really met, neither in full nor in fact.

Think about this: Jacqueline Kennedy, a thirty-four-year-old widow and mother who held the nation together after narrowly escaping the assassin’s bullets that killed her husband—who signaled to the world that America would not only survive this trauma but emerge stronger—was, upon her remarriage five years later, castigated as a whore who had sold herself to the highest bidder. That mantle hung over Jackie’s fascinating, difficult, creative, controversial life until the day she died. A man would never have been so denigrated. What happened to Jackie would be unthinkable today.
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The Kennedys remain very much with us. But what is the Kennedy legacy, really? How should we define it? Do the Kennedys deserve to remain a power center in American life and politics? Or should we relegate them to their inglorious past? If not, what should we now demand of any Kennedy who seeks power?

We can answer only by fully reckoning with how the Kennedys have brutalized women throughout generations. The pattern originates with the ruthless patriarch, Joseph P. Kennedy Sr., a financially and sexually rapacious man who fathered nine children. His path to power would be through his sons; his daughters were bred for marriage and babies, worthless as anything else in his eyes. Ever the overachiever, Joe committed two original sins. The first was political, and it would keep him from ever becoming president: his open admiration, as United States ambassador to the United Kingdom, of Adolf Hitler and his bloodless acceptance of the looming death of Western democracy. That was followed by his personal original sin: the unthinkable act he committed against his beautiful young daughter Rosemary, who suffered a fate worse than death. These are the poisonous roots from which all Kennedy misogyny and violence—psychological, physical, political, and personal—has flourished.

This book’s title comes from the most famous line of John F. Kennedy’s 1961 inaugural address: “Ask not what your country can do for you…”

“Ask not” has also forever been an admonition to women in the Kennedy sphere: Ask no questions. Don’t ask for help or respect, for fairness or justice.

This book takes that as a dare. Ask not?

Let’s.

—January 2024









PART ONE

ICONS







CAROLYN BESSETTE

The minute she said yes, she regretted it.

Carolyn could say that about so much of her life recently, but nothing felt quite like this. She was going against her gut, trying to keep her husband happy—really, trying to keep up appearances, their marriage at its most tenuous—by agreeing to fly with him in the small plane he was still learning to pilot, to a Kennedy wedding on the Cape. His flying was a point of pride for him and fear for her.

“I don’t trust him.”

Carolyn said this to family members, friends, the waitress at their favorite restaurant in Martha’s Vineyard. She didn’t think her husband had the patience, the diligence, the attention span, and, really, the humility to be a good pilot. To know when he shouldn’t get in the air. He was still a student, but he had so much hubris. He didn’t take his training seriously. He hadn’t banked nearly the hours in the air, in daylight and at night, to pilot alone. He would break the rules, sneak in solo flights when he was supposed to have an instructor fly with him, but not one person admonished him or threatened to take away his training certificate. Nope, it was just John being a Kennedy, a rogue and rebel like his father, risk in his blood.

“To Flight Safety Academy, the bravest people in aviation,” John wrote to his instructors, “because people will only care where I got my training if I crash.”

John thought it was funny. Carolyn did not. John, unlike Carolyn, thought there was no way he’d ever have an accident—even though he’d had a cast on his ankle for the past six weeks, having broken it in crash-landing a contraption called “the flying lawnmower.” He’d needed surgery on the ankle. John’s doctor had just removed the cast the day before, and even though John needed a cane to walk and would need months of physical therapy, he swore the doctor had cleared him to fly.

Not likely. But John was so confident. Overconfident, as usual.

Carolyn couldn’t fully blame him. No one said no to John F. Kennedy Jr., heir to Camelot, the only living son of the beloved slain president, with movie star looks and charm to match. “America’s Prince,” the media called him, and whenever John wanted to do something—to become a lawyer, start a magazine—hell, run for president of the United States, everyone knew that was coming—the answer was always yes. Sure, yes, of course Mr. Kennedy, and you know what? Let’s start you at the top of your field.

Sometimes, Carolyn would say no to John just to say no, to habituate him to real life. It always stunned him. When they first started dating seriously—after he had ghosted Carolyn, the formerly accommodating, easygoing Carolyn of a few years before—she recalibrated. She suddenly wasn’t so available. She wasn’t so understanding of his lateness, forgetfulness, entitlement. She was forcing him to realize that other people were important, too.

She stood him up once. This was before everyone had cell phones, no way for her to reach John F. Kennedy Jr. as he sat in a darkening Broadway theater, all eyes on him and the empty seat next to him, to say she had to work late. Carolyn expected John to be furious with her, but it only made him want her more.

And Carolyn realized her superpower. She became the only woman in the world to tell JFK Jr.: No, not okay, don’t behave like that, I won’t put up with it, say you’re sorry, do better.

Don’t take me for granted.

And he got off on it. There was a picture that went around when they were going public, Carolyn on a boat in a thong bikini, John bent down in front of her, helping her into a wrap. That was their dynamic: Carolyn was the dominant, John the submissive. He liked to be bossed around by the women in his life. And Carolyn liked bossing him around. She got off on denigrating him, calling him a “fag” in front of her fashion friends, taunting him with the male model she kept on the back burner, her explosive temper keeping him unsure and on edge.

She should have known that her power over him would be fleeting.
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He’s under so much pressure, Carolyn’s sister said.

It was 1997, and John’s magazine, George, barely two years old, had gone from being one of the most successful launches in industry history to a spectacular failure, teetering on the brink of insolvency. Worse, no one read it.

John, as editor-in-chief and face of the magazine, not only didn’t have the esteem of his publishing peers—he was a laughingstock, called the worst thing anyone could call him: Dumb.

It was a label that had plagued him since he failed the bar exam twice in his twenties—an exam he never wanted to take, forced by his mother to pursue a respectable career in law—tabloid headlines all over New York City screaming some variation of the same headline: “THE HUNK FLUNKS!”

When he did finally pass, his mother having arranged special circumstances for his third test and the esteemed Manhattan District Attorney Robert Morgenthau arranging a plum position for him, John’s new colleagues were unimpressed. John would take his lunch hour shirtless in the park, playing football. His first case was prosecuting a robber who had fallen asleep while committing the act and was awakened by the cops.

JFK Jr., Himbo. He was painfully aware of his reputation. But he didn’t seem to realize how his narcissism played into it.

George, meant to upend that image, was instead a failure on three fronts: commercially, critically, and as an intended triumph of public relations—one meant to give JFK Jr. the gravitas for a run for governor of New York or US Senate.

The most respected satirical publication of the age had, within months of George’s launch, put John on their cover, chin resting on hand, brow furrowed as if in serious contemplation. The headline: “WHAT WILL HE THINK OF NEXT?”

The piece that ran in Spy magazine mocked his professional failures, beginning with his first business idea—a quixotic attempt to sell handmade kayaks that would somehow be mass-produced. That was followed by an ill-thought-out rent-a-dog scheme, inspired by the people who stopped John all the time when he was walking his own dog. Surely there would be a market, right?

It took Matt Berman, his business partner, to explain. John, he said, they’re probably not stopping you because of your dog.

John had to concede: Matt had a point. It was on to the next idea, one far more glamorous, high-profile, and unexpected—a magazine!

How hard, he asked, could it be?

John and Matt enrolled in a two-day course called “How to Start Your Own Magazine,” and despite their teacher’s warnings—most start-ups fail, and magazines about religion and politics are surefire losers—John decided to become the founder and editor-in-chief of a magazine that would mix politics and pop culture.

How was unclear. But no one—not his mother, not his longtime friend Jann Wenner, the founder and editor-in-chief of Rolling Stone, and certainly not Carolyn—could talk him out of it.

At his mother’s request, her friend Joe Armstrong, a former ABC News exec and magazine publisher, tried to offer John advice. Go slow, Joe said. Keep your plans to yourself. Learn the answer to every possible question you could get in a pitch meeting.

John sailed into those meetings without due diligence and met headwinds he’d never experienced or expected. One executive couldn’t believe John’s gall in asking for a $20 million investment without being able to answer the most basic stuff. Such as:

Who was the magazine’s audience? What was the brand identity? Who would John hire to write? What stories would the magazine break? Who would make ideal profile subjects? Why would their as-yet-unnamed magazine be successful when political magazines, by definition, were small and lucky to break even? How would they attract advertisers once, let’s face it, the novelty of being associated with JFK Jr. wore off?

Carolyn knew all too well about that novelty wearing off.

John was like Seinfeld’s Bubble Boy, so coddled and spoiled that he didn’t know what he sounded like to others. He could be prickly and impatient and something of a brat, really. John didn’t live in the real world and never had; he lived on Planet Kennedy, where he was king, and his main experience was a feedback loop of awe at his looks, his lineage, his fame, his politeness.

He’s so down-to-earth—give him a gold star! That was the line on John, from waitresses to movie stars, paparazzi to presidents. But he wasn’t down-to-earth, not really. Anyone who knew him behind closed doors knew that.

Even his close friend Steve Gillon, an eminent historian, gave up trying to educate John on the realities of the Vietnam War and his father’s backroom decision to escalate troop levels rather than, as post-assassination myth had it, end American involvement.

Gillon had taught John, who’d previously failed a Vietnam seminar, at Brown. Still, Gillon was shocked when John informed him that he, as the president’s son, knew more about the war. The day after a tepid debate that saw Gillon stand down, John informed his former professor that one of his father’s prime Vietnam advisers, his secretary of defense, had weighed in.

“I talked to Bob McNamara last night,” John said, “and he said you are completely wrong.”

Gillon let it slide. What was the point?

John didn’t know what he didn’t know and was sure, as throughout his life, that others would take care of the details. So what if he was planning a political magazine devoid of a political point of view? That, he thought, would be its strength.

His mother, herself now a book editor, was doubtful.

“John,” Jackie asked, “is it going to be the Mad magazine of politics?”

By which she meant: Are people going to laugh at it? At you?

“John has never shown the slightest interest in the magazine business before,” Jackie told the journalist Ed Klein. “And he has no experience in journalism.”

But her skepticism was John’s fuel. No one doubted Jackie’s intellect, or his sister Caroline’s, and certainly not his father’s. Why couldn’t he be taken as seriously? Carolyn had tried to tell him: If that’s what you want, treat other people and things with the respect you crave.

But John’s habit of being careless with his own things and those of others was his defining character trait. Responsibilities were for other people, not him. He rode around the city on his bicycle and never locked it up. He spent thousands of dollars replacing bike after bike.

When it came to his public image, however, John was nowhere near as thoughtless. He was always in the tabloids with his shirt off, running out of the surf or playing touch football in Central Park, displaying his perfectly sculpted body. The truth was that John was a terrible athlete, totally uncoordinated. But he looked the part.

At the gym—any gym—he’d strip off his towel after showering and slowly, pointedly examine his genitals. This was well before the era of smartphones and social media, but John’s peacocking was innate: he presented himself as just another guy—no at-home gym to avoid the hoi polloi, no request for a private shower or bathroom—yet he was different, special, a rare specimen even among the protected class.

No one would ever have guessed he’d taken so many risks, had come close to death so many times in his teens and twenties. No one would have believed that the kind, humble, gorgeous John Kennedy had a habit of putting others in danger, too—most often his closest friends and girlfriends. Speeding, swimming too far out into the ocean, driving recklessly onto sidewalks or while high on pot, skiing in whiteout conditions, acting like an expert in all sports when really he was just an amateur—there was little John wouldn’t dare, and he bullied almost everyone in his life to be as wild as he was.

He’d nearly killed his first serious girlfriend, Christina, at least three times. John had met her in high school. Christina was part of his social set yet she was mesmerized by John’s mother, by the palatial apartment at 1040 Fifth Avenue, by the gravitational pull this awkward-yet-beautiful boy exerted and the unbelievable notion that he had chosen her. His emotional lability added an exquisite tension to their romance.

John’s moods could darken instantaneously, without warning. Don’t talk to my mother, why won’t you walk with me in torrential rain, call her Mrs. Onassis, my ex means nothing to me.

Her? She’s just some stupid actress.

I’ve been bossed around by too many women.

If you won’t ski with me we’ll have to break up.

When I die, I want it to be sudden. Fast. Boom.
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Easter 1986. John’s aunt Lee had invited them to Acapulco, but John had another idea: roughing it in Jamaica and kayaking in the open sea.

John knew nothing about kayaking in the open sea. Neither did Christina, and this idea terrified her. She had badly broken her foot in February, and after a six-hour operation—his cousin Anthony by her bedside all night, John sending flowers but otherwise unable to tear himself away from whatever he was doing—her doctor had warned her: Nothing extreme. A shower, a bath, a gentle swim in a pool, nothing more. She was still on crutches. Kayaking was against doctor’s orders. John hadn’t been able to bring himself to even look at Christina’s foot, let alone hear about her pain. Telling other people to “suck it up” was his way of avoiding what made him uncomfortable.

Even Jackie had tried to encourage Christina not to go. She told her about hurting her ankle years back, when she was engaged to Jack and playing touch football, trying to fit in with all those rambunctious Kennedys. “That was the last time,” Jackie said.

But as was John’s way, he pushed and pushed Christina till he got what he wanted, and off to Jamaica they went.

“Nothing to be afraid of,” he told her.

Sure enough, before they knew it, John and Christina were swept out to sea, the strong current pushing them quickly toward a giant boulder. Christina’s poor foot would be broken again. Their kayak was about to split apart. John had forgotten to pack life jackets and the spray skirts that would keep water out of the kayak.

They were going to die.

And then, suddenly, a rogue wave. At the very last second they were lifted up and over the boulder, and when it was over, with both of them pushed to a beachhead and marooned, Christina sat in shock while John paced and muttered aloud to himself: “Don’t tell Mummy. Don’t tell Mummy.”

So much for the fearless John Kennedy.

The weird thing was the look in his eyes, like he was turned on. Dying, getting that close to it, was a high for him. No wonder the other near misses—almost smashing into a forty-nine-foot-long whale in Baja or kayaking straight toward the Staten Island Ferry or swimming far out into the ocean, way past shore—hadn’t stopped him. If anything, they electrified him.

If he wanted to keep risking his life, fine. But why was he so insistent on risking Christina’s? Why did he have to pressure other people into going along with his crazy ideas? Christina was a house cat, a girl who loved books and the theater. She was no athlete. But John told her: If she wanted to be his girlfriend, she had to do all the things he loved to do. Otherwise it would never work.

She tried. After all, there were any number of girls, a lot of them famous and glamorous and sexier and more beautiful than she, waiting in line to date JFK Jr. Even after John had asked her to share an apartment for a summer in DC, Christina had her misgivings. One day she made a list of what she didn’t like about John:

He doesn’t always tell me what his plans are.

He can be tardy. He is a slob.

He is spoiled. He gets annoyed when he misplaces things and expects me to find them.

But he had floated the idea of marriage. He teased Christina with a story about his recent visit to his mother, at her weekend home in New Jersey, and how she was so convinced John would propose that, John said, “she got some things out of the safe.”

“What things?” Christina asked.

“Her engagement ring.”

Would that proposal ever come?
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After that near miss and their crash-landing on the beach, Christina refused to get back in the kayak. She and John had come upon a group of fishermen who had offered to take them to the mainland the next morning, to share their food for dinner. Christina, for a moment, allowed herself to calm down. It would be okay.

No, John said. They would kayak back that night.

Christina was near tears. John was stubborn enough to go without her and leave her alone with these strange men.

“What if a wave hits us?” she asked John. “What if we capsize? I can’t swim in that.”

John brushed her off. “It’s our best shot,” he said.

What were they, in an action movie? Their best shot was waiting for these experienced fishermen who knew this water to sail them back. “No way we’ll wreck,” John said. “I know I can turn the ’yak.”

So off they went, exhausted and traumatized. John pushed off using his paddle, steering and counting seconds between wave breaks, but the swells were so much bigger than John had anticipated. The current was so strong. They were losing control.

Suddenly, they were underwater. Christina felt extreme pressure; the brace on her leg was going to burst. She opened her eyes and found herself looking up at a blurry ray of sunshine penetrating the deep. They must have been fifteen feet down. This is it, Christina thought. We are going to die.

Her paddle was swept right out of her hand. She watched it float away. Her crutches were gone, too. The weight on her bones was like concrete. Somehow, miraculously, the kayak spun and broke the surface, only to be pushed underwater by another sudden wave, then back up again. John was screaming instructions.

Bail! Bail! Find the bailer now!

The kayak was taking on water. Christina was crying.

“There is no bailer, John!” she exclaimed. “How could you not pack a bailer? We’re in the goddamn ocean!”

“Fuck, use anything! Use your hands!”

Her hands?!

She looked over at John, who was using a cotton baseball cap.

Later, years after his death, Christina was still unable to remember how they ever survived. When they finally reached land, John tied up the boat like nothing had happened. Christina was shaking.

“John,” she said. “We could have died.”

“Yeah, Chief,” he said. “But what a way to go.”
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John had given Christina valuable information that day: He had a death wish. It was strong, in his DNA. She didn’t know if he was even aware of it, and she couldn’t allow herself to fully admit it to herself. John could be so tender with her, so sensitive. That was the John she could never leave. And so disasters kept happening.

On Martha’s Vineyard, John took Christina sailing one raw February night to a remote island. They camped at night and the next morning Christina saw the sign: “DANGER.”

He had brought them to a navy bombing test site.

When Jackie found out, she was furious. “You were with Christina,” she kept saying to John. But nothing landed with him, not even his mother’s anger. And lo and behold, later that very afternoon, John insisted Christina get on top of a Jeep while he spun it around at high speed, just for kicks.

Christina hadn’t planned for this.

She was wearing a brand-new camel coat she’d just bought at Bergdorf’s specifically for this weekend. It was the last one left, two sizes too big and way too expensive, but Christina loved it. Jackie would approve, and she wanted to impress Jackie—no longer Mrs. Onassis to her now. This was not the stuff of a genteel weekend with the refined Jackie O.

“I can’t,” Christina said.

John pushed. He leveraged her fear that this would be their last time together, having told her that he needed to see other women before he married her, then telling her that she was too good for him, that she had a calling—acting—and he did not, and that he needed to find direction on his own. Alone. But then she would hear and read about the movie star he was seeing, Daryl. John and Daryl were all over the tabloids.

But he’d always come back to Christina and sweep her off somewhere glamorous and talk about baby names.

“Flynn Kennedy,” he said to her. “It’s got a good ring. What do you think of Flynn?”

How could Christina say no to John in this moment? She wanted to but she couldn’t. After all his hemming and hawing, his push-pull with her, he was once again talking marriage and babies.

This will only work if you do the things I want.

And so John lifted her up in her brand-new camel coat and put her on the roof of the Jeep and revved the engine, spinning it around, faster and faster, Christina laughing and clinging on for dear life.
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He never really broke up with her. One of their last times together, on the Vineyard, John waxed rhapsodic about birds.

Hawks mate beyond life, he told her. When the male finds his female, he flies in circles around her until he locks his talon in hers and they lock in a death spiral, crashing to the ground.

Christina was sure he had made that up. True or not, it didn’t really matter. John was telling her something else: I’m too dangerous for you. For any woman, really.
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The line on John was short and spiky: Momma’s boy. He did whatever Jackie told him: He gave up the dream he shared with Christina, acting, because his mother was grooming him for politics. Then he became a lawyer, but this bored him, and anyway John, with his ADHD and constant need for physical excitement, was unsuited for it. He drifted and dated a lot but everyone knew he would only marry a woman his mother approved of. Actresses, for many reasons, did not meet with Jackie’s approval.

Daryl Hannah, whom John was seeing while still with Christina, was a movie star. Nothing softened Jackie’s stance. It didn’t matter that Daryl came from real money, or that the director of her latest blockbuster was married to Jackie’s sister Lee, or that her family had deep connections to the Democratic Party. Daryl was flashy and bedraggled and in the news for all the wrong reasons, her relationship with singer Jackson Browne among them.

John thought about marrying Daryl. When, years later, they finally broke up, everyone assumed it had to do with Jackie.

Not so. The truth was Daryl dumped him. It was early 1994, and Jackie was suddenly battling a very aggressive cancer. John had an even tougher time focusing now. And so one day, John took Daryl’s dog for a walk and, when John wasn’t looking, the dog wandered into traffic, got hit by a car, and was killed.

Other people’s things. Other people’s pets. Even, once, his own.

John once had a German shepherd, Sam, that he refused to train. Sam had a habit of biting people, including one of John’s young female assistants, who got it in the face. John put Sam down and got another dog.

In sum and substance, the message was: He was JFK Jr. and everyone else—well, frankly, everyone else was not. He could board any domestic flight he wanted without showing his ID. He was often without his wallet anyway, or whatever ticket he needed for whatever gala. He was an editor-in-chief who had trouble with spelling and grammar, who had never managed employees or run a company. When George was at its most vulnerable, hemorrhaging ads and money and cultural capital, the publisher getting ready to pull the plug, John took off for three weeks. He left his Number Two, a magazine veteran named Biz Mitchell, to handle it. She had no idea what to do. Why would she? Salvaging a struggling magazine wasn’t her purview.

She tried calling and calling John, but he never answered. And when he came back he threw a fit that Biz, in way over her head, hadn’t fixed everything. He said it was best if she left. Biz was dealing with a boyfriend who was fighting leukemia—and she never once used that as an excuse, never asked for special treatment, was nothing but a top-tier professional who had worked her heart out for John—but she agreed to go with six months’ pay and a noncompete clause.

This was the John the public never saw.
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Even when they were dating, Carolyn saw the warning signs. John was well loved by his friends and had great qualities—he could be generous to a fault, loaning money or offering access to the best doctors or lending his name to a cause. This John allowed Carolyn to excuse what could be his arrogance, his thoughtlessness: When they first started dating seriously, his shower was so filthy that Carolyn had to put a face towel under her feet. When they moved in together, there were the nights he insisted she make dinner only for him to come home at midnight, never calling to say he was working late—if that’s what he was really doing—or going out for drinks with colleagues.

Soon Carolyn was constantly picking up after him, John too lazy to hang up his wet towels or put his dirty laundry in the hamper. He was such a heedless driver, speeding and switching lanes and, when stuck in traffic, driving on sidewalks. No wonder his closest friends refused to get in the plane he was learning to pilot, assuming—rightly—that he would fly the way he drove.

There was the time Carolyn and John got pulled over on the Massachusetts Turnpike, the car reeking with the smell of pot, a starstruck cop letting them go without even a warning. “There’s an unwritten rule in Massachusetts,” John told her, “whereby members of my family can commit murder and mayhem”—after all, decades earlier his uncle Ted had left a young woman to die in three feet of water—“and nobody bats an eye.”

That heartless remark was a huge red flag. Carolyn ignored it.
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When John was shopping George around town, his name got him meetings with the most powerful people in publishing. Carolyn had experience in this world, with these kinds of people, and she knew that if John didn’t perfect his pitch for George, word would get around. And it did. One executive was brutal in his post-pitch assessment. “‘I’m JFK, so there you go,’” the publisher recalled. He deemed it “the worst presentation I had ever seen in my life.”

Carolyn knew this was John’s Achilles heel. It was the thing he feared most, that despite the fancy education and the storied lineage, he really was dumb. Entitled. Overindulged. Carolyn was smarter than he was; they both knew that. Hipper, too. John was a square, once tossed out of the legendary Patricia Field boutique for mocking the kids who worked there as freaks. Those freaks were her people.

Carolyn had been a real asset to George in the beginning, bringing her exacting eye to covers, models, and layouts. She courted advertisers with him and was a hit with Donatella Versace, Giorgio Armani, the fashion elite. For once, people were paying less attention to John than they did to his wife, the cool and charming Carolyn, the former Calvin Klein muse who knew her stuff.


[image: Paragraph break image]


When she had first gotten to Calvin, Carolyn Bessette was no longer the most beautiful girl in the room. High school in Greenwich, college in Boston—it was no match for the competition in New York City. She’d confess, in her more vulnerable moments, to feeling jolie-laide, ugly-pretty: Her eyes, more aquamarine than true blue, were beautiful, she knew, but her nose was too long and pointy. When she smiled, which she tried to avoid in pictures, her face could take on a witch-like cast. Her smile was too gummy.

But Carolyn had something very few women her age had: self-possession. It was how she bagged the job with Calvin. With zero experience in fashion, fresh out of Boston University with a degree in early childhood education, Carolyn Bessette sat across from the greatest American designer ever and acted as though she could take this job or leave it.

Oh, how she wanted to take it. To get it. To be chosen.

So there Carolyn sat, wearing a borrowed black crepe Calvin suit, no shirt underneath, hair shiny and face scrubbed, just as a kindly female Calvin executive had suggested. She got the job.

Carolyn was preparing for a big life, bigger than dating the C-list actors or club owners or male models or star athletes of her past. She excelled at pretending not to care about famous men but pretty much exclusively dated famous men.

Carolyn never really talked much about her biological father. Her mother had divorced him when Carolyn was little, only about eight years old, and he was around but not really a presence. Was this why she wanted the affections of a big man, an important one? Would it fill that hole, validate her as worth something? Really, there was no one more famous than John F. Kennedy Jr., and when he walked into the Calvin Klein showroom for the first time, Carolyn knew exactly what to do. She ignored him.
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That was the key to hooking him—she knew it instinctually. Calvin’s wife, Kelly, on the other hand, would practically pant and drool whenever John came in. Jesus, Kelly, Carolyn would say. Get it together! The truth was, Carolyn was just as starstruck.

Underneath Carolyn’s simple, unfussy presentation was a very complicated woman. She was always assessing, teasing apart someone’s psyche and figuring out what made them tick, what would make them happy or upset, and using that to get what she wanted. She could hone in on someone’s most painful insecurity and weaponize it. But she could also be extremely kind and warm. You never knew which Carolyn you were going to get; even her closest friends were kept at a remove. If you crossed her she’d drop you flat, just cut you off with no way back. It was a trait she shared with John’s mother.

Carolyn was so good at reading people, the mercurial Calvin especially, that soon she was styling his big clients. The models, the movie stars, the network news anchors, the socialites. And after each wealthy female client left, Carolyn’s diffident mask would drop. She’d turn and drill down every colleague in the room: Where do you think that woman gets all her money? How did she land that guy? Where do you go to meet rich men? Famous men?

Carolyn was serious. That was her endgame.

She studied Calvin’s models harder than any subject in school: How did they stay so thin? What did they do to their hair? Their skin? Who did their waxing, plucking, dyeing, manicures? Polish or no polish? Nails short or long? She studied their high-low aesthetic, the way they’d match a white Hanes T-shirt with Prada or low-top Converse sneakers with a floor-sweeping silk skirt. The trick was to look like you threw it all together without thinking, when really you spent hours trying. All that effort had to look effortless.

It wasn’t easy to pull off at Calvin. He was so micromanage-y, so obsessed with detail and order and cleanliness, that he’d installed floor-to-ceiling mirrors in the offices and kept the lights always on and bright so his staff would be looking their best, always. But somehow, some way, Carolyn had figured out how to lower the lights in her office. She’d sit there and secretly pluck stray hairs from her brows or her chin. She had this in common with John, a sense that the rules didn’t apply to her. She was special, and she knew it. The way to get John was to make him think she was the prize, not him.

Carolyn could be in a room full of supermodels and still make John Kennedy want her. And when he finally came around and asked her out, she’d just as often say no, that she had other plans. Really, Carolyn never had anything better to do. She’d just hole up in her crappy studio apartment all weekend, hoping that people would assume she had this fabulous, mysterious life full of wealthy suitors. She’d say, loudly, that she was not waiting around for JFK Jr. to call, but really she was waiting around for JFK Jr. to call. As they grew closer, she would insult him just to keep him back on his heels, off-kilter, but quietly she’d marvel at his beauty. She wanted him so badly.

More than anything, she wanted to be Mrs. John F. Kennedy Jr.
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May 24, 1992.

There was a big gala that night for the Amazon rainforest, the hippest cause going. Carolyn’s friend Narciso Rodriguez, an up-and-coming designer at Calvin, strolled by. You’re going to die, he told her. John Kennedy was going. He had the seat of honor at Calvin’s table, in fact. This was a shock. Carolyn was again seeing John, but they were off and on. He clearly hadn’t invited her. What was happening? Was he bringing someone else as his date? Or was he planning to go solo so he could shop around for other women—celebrities, models, women of his social strata?

Carolyn’s ultracool force field dropped. She made a beeline for one of her closest friends at Calvin, a young woman whom she knew had three extra tickets.

“I need that ticket,” Carolyn said.

Her friend refused.

Carolyn begged. She badgered, she bullied, she nagged, and she whined. Give it to me. This is important. I’m your friend, I need the favor, what is wrong with you? But her friend had zero patience for this. She’d already been distancing herself from Carolyn ever since the night she had to rush home to see her sick father. Carolyn seemed full of concern, but her questions were weird: How long was she going for? When was she planning to be back? Was her boyfriend joining her?

That last one made her queasy. And lo and behold, the next day, that co-worker’s boyfriend called her. “Your friend Carolyn,” he said, “is really fucked up.”

Carolyn had made a move. Her friend hadn’t been surprised so much as hurt, and though she never said a thing to Carolyn—well, karma could be a bitch. No ticket for her.
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John Kennedy Jr. was Carolyn’s white whale, but snagging him long-term seemed unlikely. Everyone in their circle had watched Carolyn treat so many boyfriends terribly. It was emotional abuse that sometimes turned physical. There was the actor who was totally in love with Carolyn, who’d meet them all at the Noho Star and sit there, humiliated, while Carolyn talked about how pathetic he was and how she wished he’d stop calling her all the time. She’d insult him while refusing to even look at him.

Then there was the underwear model, head over heels for Carolyn, and oh how she tormented him. This was a guy with his own billboard in Times Square, the new face of Calvin Klein, and Carolyn just ground him down till he felt like nothing. After seeing him light another woman’s cigarette at a party, she tore up his apartment one night and attacked him in the street. The truly messed-up thing was that they weren’t even together at the time, broken up yet again. The male model had done nothing wrong, but Carolyn always had to be right.

“Date them, train them, dump them,” she’d say. To the young girl at Calvin who idolized Carolyn, so sweet and impressionable with her nice, down-to-earth boyfriend: “Break up with him,” Carolyn said. “He’s not good enough for you.” What Carolyn meant was: He doesn’t make enough money.

Later, at the gala, her friend with the three extra tickets and the true-blue boyfriend saw Carolyn leaning against the bar, tossing her long blonde hair and laughing loudly, oh-so-casually introducing everyone she saw to “my friend, John Kennedy.”
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Being John’s exclusive girlfriend, when it finally happened, was a full-time job. Once they got serious, Carolyn began transforming herself from a downtown hipster with unwashed, dirty-blonde hair and an extra fifteen pounds to a sleek Upper East Side white-blonde ice queen.

She treated herself like an art project, a sculpture defined by removal: The weight. The small lines erased with Botox. Her face grew hard and angular, with hollows under her cheekbones. Her once unruly hair was heated and ironed straight, her scalp scorched and pulsating under the bleach, the burns cooled into hard, raised scabs underneath that platinum mane. Her thick eyebrows were plucked into wisps. That so-called effortless style was full of suffering.

Gone were the days of showing up to the Calvin Klein office hungover, wearing dirty clothes and cheap Egyptian musk bought off the street. Now she secretly took barre classes at Lotte Berk on the Upper East Side, even though she hated exercise, just hated it. Cigarettes and cocaine helped kill her hunger. She studied John like a Talmudic text and kept the People magazine issue from 1988, John on the cover with the headline “SEXIEST MAN ALIVE,” stashed under her kitchen sink.

When her friends saw paparazzi pics of Carolyn in a kayak, paddling alongside a shirtless John in the Hudson River, they laughed so hard they cried. Carolyn’s natural habitat was the bar at Rex, a banquette at Odeon, the Barneys warehouse sale.

Kayaking? Wow, did she want this.

When John proposed two years later, Carolyn waited three weeks before saying yes. Part of that was manipulation, sure—torturing the boy who had everything was fun. But Carolyn also wanted to sit with the question. Did she want not just to be John’s wife, but JFK Jr.’s wife? As she well knew, these were two different people: JFK Jr. was a persona, a character he played in public: affable, humble, all-around-regular-New-Yorker-who-just-happened-to-be-the-most-wanted-man-on-Earth. The private John, Carolyn had learned, was a moody and complicated person, not nearly as low-maintenance as his public image, a mystery to others and most often to himself. Carolyn would be marrying someone who, at thirty-six years old, was still in search of his identity.

And she would not just be a Kennedy wife—she would be the Kennedy Wife, married to a legacy and a future that would surely mean children, political campaigns, a life of endless public scrutiny, quite possibly the White House and life as a First Lady.

Could she handle the attention? Did she even want to?

She was only twenty-nine years old, enjoying a fast life in high fashion. She didn’t want to give that up quite yet. As it was, she was already a paparazzi target, followed on the street, into boutiques, walking their dog, picking up his poop. What if they had kids? Would John be okay with them living in a fishbowl? Because Carolyn would never allow that, and that would be a deal-breaker. She loved the fame and hated it and didn’t know what to do with it.

I’ve lived with this my whole life, he said. Once we’re married they’ll lose interest. They’ll leave us alone.
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July 16, 1999.

John’s cousin Rory was getting married in Hyannis and John expected his wife to go, even though he had recently moved out of their loft, been photographed with an ex-girlfriend, had yelled at Carolyn to Get the fuck out of my life! from his office phone at George, where everyone on staff could hear.

Come to the wedding, he said. I’ll fly us up there.

He had just had that cast removed from his ankle. He was still in flight training. He wasn’t licensed to fly alone at night. He didn’t care, and Carolyn didn’t trust him. She told almost no one, but Carolyn was so terrified of her husband’s piloting that she would often fly commercial rather than get in his plane. Or drive the four hours to Massachusetts—six if there was traffic—and take a ferry to the Vineyard. Or fly up in a separate private plane piloted by a licensed professional. But John never stopped hounding her to do what he wanted, and so two weeks prior, on the Fourth of July weekend, Carolyn caved. She had flown to the Vineyard in a plane piloted by him, on one condition: John’s flight instructor had to be on board.

Now he was insisting on flying the two of them and Carolyn’s sister Lauren up the coast for a Kennedy wedding. She didn’t want to go and didn’t want him flying. But everyone—that is, the few who knew what was really going on in her marriage—told her to give John a break.

If you don’t go, his assistant RoseMarie told her, the tabloids will say you’re getting divorced.

That was uncomfortably close to the truth. But why was it on Carolyn to keep up appearances?
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Her sister Lauren, rooting hard for their marriage, offered to fly with them. She thought the wedding could be therapeutic, and Lauren was looking forward to meeting up with John’s cousin Bobby Shriver, whom she’d begun seeing. And then there was RoseMarie, who handled all of John’s press. There was truth to RoseMarie’s warning: The press wasn’t going to blame John for his wife’s absence at a Kennedy wedding on the Cape. And they would certainly never blame him for what Carolyn suspected was his infidelity. Oh no—if this marriage failed, they were going to blame Carolyn for not being caring enough or docile enough or attentive or appreciative of the gift she’d been given, being a Kennedy wife. John F. Kennedy Jr.’s wife.

Nothing made Carolyn more anxious. She wanted out of her marriage but also felt trapped. “I can’t get a divorce,” she’d say. “I’ll wind up living in a trailer park, out of my mind, going ‘I used to be married to JFK Jr.’”

That quote wound up in the National Enquirer. It was hilarious and mortifying.

Now, with this latest Kennedy family wedding three days out, John was begging her to come, even though he’d done worse things than cheating. For someone so obsessed with his own privacy, he was spilling all their problems to his friend group, intimate details—like her five-times-a-week therapy sessions and her drug habit and her refusal to have sex with him.

Him! The guy who, as one of his friends so memorably said, could “order it up” anytime he wanted.

Now John was telling everyone that Carolyn was crazy. But if she was, in fact, so unhinged, wouldn’t she be a liability at this wedding? Wouldn’t he have wanted her, this druggy, frigid, wild woman, to stay home? The truth was, John needed Carolyn. His magazine was failing. His cousin Anthony, truly more like a brother, was dying. John and his sister Caroline, once as close as twins, were now barely speaking, fighting about their late mother’s estate.

The last thing John needed was the press speculating over his marriage. And to be fair, from John’s perspective, this was part of the deal. This is what it was to be a Kennedy wife.

Once again, for Carolyn—three years into a marriage that never felt equal—it was all about John. And he was insisting on flying his brand-new aircraft, one far more powerful and complex than any he’d regularly flown before.

Carolyn really, really did not want to get on that plane.







JACKIE BOUVIER KENNEDY

Later, when the history books were written and the documentaries made and the anniversaries marked, that trip—for her, not him—was never inevitable. It wasn’t fated. She hadn’t agreed, as with so many things before, out of obligation.

She’d gone because she wanted to. Because it meant so much to him, and because he needed her. She needed him, too, in a different way but just as much.

Her greatest regret was telling one historian, one she’d trusted, that she and her husband had had sex the night before. At the time, full of sedatives and vodka, she wanted the historian and all those other inside men who’d worshipped her husband, who thought his compulsive womanizing meant that theirs was a marriage of convenience, or political theater, or that worse, she wasn’t enough—she wanted them to know: They were in love. Theirs was a real marriage.

They were equals.

Where had this need for validation come from? It’s not as though the world knew the truth about her husband and his constant philandering. It’s not as if she wasn’t writing history, or rewriting history herself, coronating two of those “bitter old men,” as she called all those jealous chroniclers—those who lived through her husband, the Great Man, vicariously—to tell a larger story. To craft a great myth that the country, she knew, would swallow whole.

Besides, everyone only wanted to know one thing: What had it been like in the back of that car?


[image: Paragraph break image]


The day had felt hot and wild, the sun so strong. Jackie had gone to put her sunglasses on but Jack said no, please don’t, they really came to see you. The convertible had been left open for just that reason. God, was he a charmer: John F. Kennedy, the youngest elected president of the United States, lavishing Jackie with praise for her star power. How could she say no? Ahead was a small tunnel. Soon it would be cool and dark, just for a few moments, all the screams of Jack’s supporters lining the streets and the sounds of the motorcade muffled.

Jack turned to her, puzzled. He held his hand out and then it just dropped and a chunk of his head came flying off, white, not pink, and then he was slumped in her lap, his blood and brains all over her—her face, her legs. Her pink roses and white gloves were soaked through with blood. It was so thick, almost neon. It kept gushing and gushing, just an endless supply.

“My God, what are they doing?” she screamed. “My God, they’ve killed my husband! Jack! Jack!”

She had no memory of leaping out of the car and crawling on the trunk. When she later saw the photos and the Zapruder film she could never recognize the woman in the pink suit or what she was trying to do. Escape? Get help? Grab a piece of Jack’s skull? His brain?

Jackie would have fallen off that trunk and onto the road, the car going seventy miles an hour and approaching eighty, if not for her favorite Secret Service agent, Clint Hill. He ran toward her, nearly falling himself if not for Jackie reaching out and grabbing him. Hill saw the terror in her eyes and was just as scared. “Get us to a hospital!” Hill screamed. “Get us to a hospital!” He used his body like a canopy, pushing Jackie back into this bloody cavern, chunks of bone and brain splattered everywhere, the car moving so fast that Hill’s sunglasses flew right off his face.

Jackie huddled over Jack, cradling what was left of his head, frantically tamping brain matter down into his skull as if this could save him. “Jack!” she said, yelling over the sirens and the screams and the motors gunning all around them. “Jack! Can you hear me? I love you, Jack. I love you!”

Hill saw clean through to the back of the president’s skull. Now Jackie realized it, too. “My God!” she screamed. “They shot his head off!” She never once asked if she had been hit. She never asked if any of the blood was hers. She never flinched from the sheer carnage in that back seat. Her only concern was Jack. He had to know he wasn’t going to die alone.
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“You come with us.” Big men in white surrounded the car, ordering Jackie out. She was on top of Jack, shielding him. No one was going to see him this way.

“Mrs. Kennedy. You come with us.” She couldn’t look up. The more she was told to get out of the car the farther down she shrank, the tighter she held him.

“Mrs. Kennedy.” It was Clint Hill, speaking softly. “Please let us help the president.” Jackie couldn’t understand: Why was no one accepting reality?

“I’m not leaving,” Jackie said. “You know he’s dead.”

“Please,” Hill said. He was begging. “Let us get him into the hospital.”

Jackie looked up at Hill, keeping Jack’s head, what was left of it, hidden against her chest. Hill realized: She didn’t want the world to see the president this way. If she couldn’t save his life, she could at least save his dignity. Hill shook off his suit jacket and placed it over Jack’s head. Finally, reluctantly, Jackie let the Secret Service agents pull her out, but she held Hill’s coat over Jack’s head the whole time as she ran with his stretcher, clutching its side.

Then the whoosh of the emergency room curtain. Jack was on one side, Jackie the other. He wasn’t alone, but she was. Coming toward her was Dave Powers, one of Jack’s closest aides. He was practically part of the family, known jokingly as Jack’s “other wife.” It was Dave who woke the president in the morning, who tied his necktie and smoothed his feathers and was always able to defuse the tension in any given room. Jackie really loved Dave, and this was largely because she had no idea what he really did for Jack Kennedy.

Dave had been riding in the car right behind theirs when Jack was shot. He burst into tears as Jackie, dry-eyed, oblivious to Jack’s blood all over her, sat on a folding chair and smoked. Nurses and doctors rushed behind that curtain. It was pointless.

No one comforted Jackie. They stared, though. One nurse had tried to strip Jackie’s gloves right off; others tried to move her to a bed. A doctor rushed by and Jackie slipped something into his hands.

It was a piece of Jack’s brain.
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Nellie Connally, who had been riding up front in the same car with her husband, John, the governor of Texas, was suddenly next to Jackie. John Connally had also been shot. He was in Trauma Room Two. Nellie said nothing. Softly, Jackie asked Nellie how her husband was.

Silence. Then, after a few moments, a brusque reply: “He’ll be all right,” Nellie said.

Jackie motioned to Powers. “Dave,” Jackie said, “you better get a priest.”

All around her, men—big Texans, orderlies and interns, Secret Service and police—were losing their composure. She sat there, in her folding chair, quiet yet watchful, shooing away the doctors who kept telling her she needed to be taken off and drugged. Like
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