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    “How can there still be things to learn about Jackie Kennedy, one of the world’s most scrutinized women? Paul Brandus manages to do that by exploring the five years between the death of John F. Kennedy and her marriage to Aristotle Onassis, an event that shocked many who revered her. This dishy, insidery account explains what was happening behind the scenes.”


    —SUSAN PAGE, Washington Bureau Chief

    of USA Today, and author of The Matriarch:

    Barbara Bush and the Making of an American Dynasty


    “Jackie Kennedy was the most private of public figures, yet Paul Brandus has managed to paint a full portrait of his fascinating subject through her most painful years, 1963 to 1968. Widowed at age thirty-four by an assassin’s bullets, Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy helped a nation mourn the loss of its popular young president with enormous strength and class. But Jackie was now alone and shattered; she had to make a new life for herself and her children when Americans and the rest of the world wanted her to hold onto the past. Beautifully written, powerful, and deeply moving, this book traces Jackie’s evolution from a grief-stricken First Lady to the wife of one of the world’s wealthiest men, Aristotle Onassis. It’s a wrenching journey you will understand much better after reading this marvelous volume.”


    —LARRY SABATO, Director of University of

    Virginia’s Center for Politics, and author of the
 New York Times bestseller The Kennedy Half-Century
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    Prologue



    When Jacqueline Kennedy married Aristotle Onassis on Skor-pios, his tiny island retreat in the Ionian Sea off the western coast of Greece, the world was stunned. The headlines were vicious and full of betrayal:


    “The Reaction Here Is Anger, Shock and Dismay,” said the New York Times.


    “Jackie Sells Out!” cried the Los Angeles Times.


    “Jackie, How Could You?” asked a Stockholm paper.


    “Jackie Weds Blank Check,” sneered a Fleet Street tabloid.


    And, perhaps worst of all, Rome’s Il Messaggero: “JFK Dies a Second Time.”


    It was October 1968. Not five years since the assassination of her first husband, President John F. Kennedy, and barely four months since her brother-in-law Robert F. Kennedy was himself gunned down in Los Angeles, moments after winning California’s Democratic presidential primary.


    Both murders shocked America and devastated Jackie to the core. The first robbed her of one husband; the second drove her into the arms of another. This book examines Jackie’s life during the five-year period in between, bookended by her marriages to two of the richest and most powerful men in the world.


    To the casual observer, John F. Kennedy and Aristotle Onassis were polar opposites. The former was tall, sophisticated, and charming. His movie star looks and quick wit made women swoon. The latter was short and squat, “had the face of a gangster,”1 and sometimes came off as greedy and abrasive. Such generalizations were not without merit, yet beneath the surface both men were, in key respects, more similar than different. They were wealthy, hypercompetitive, power-hungry womanizers who stopped at nothing to get whatever—and whomever—they desired. Kennedy, the Pulitzer Prize-winning author who delivered some of the twentieth century’s most soaring speeches, could be—and often was—crude and vulgar in private. Onassis was often seen as having almost thuggish characteristics, as a selfish and narcissistic interloper who didn’t belong. Yet the Greek tycoon was also—and critically, was seen by Jackie as—charming and gregarious, and not just in his native Greek and English, but in French and Spanish, languages in which she was also fluent. And friends, particularly women, considered him the perfect listener. Thus, where some saw a rough, unpolished, and physically unattractive man, Jackie saw a man of culture, a lover of music and poetry. Aristotle Onassis may have been a sharp-elbowed, corner-cutting wheeler-dealer, but Jackie—whose father and father-in-law had harbored similar traits—was used to, and tolerant of, such behavior. Onassis also afforded her something she desperately sought in the wake of Robert Kennedy’s murder: security.


    Despite all this, the news that Jackie would wed Ari was still a great shock. In retrospect, it should not have been. After all, she had known him almost as long as she had known John F. Kennedy himself. They first met not in the 1960s, as is often believed, but at a Georgetown neighborhood dinner party in the 1950s, when JFK was merely the junior senator from Massachusetts. They spoke briefly and casually, but it was enough, and a year later, when the Kennedys were visiting Jack’s parents on the French Riviera, Onassis—who by then owned much of Monaco—learned of their presence and invited them aboard the Christina, his ostentatious 325-foot yacht that he kept docked at Monte Carlo.2


    JFK was thrilled to meet another Onassis guest that day: Winston Churchill, a personal hero. As the two of them reminisced—JFK’s father, Joseph P. Kennedy, had been ambassador to the Court of Saint James from 1937 to 1941, as World War II was beginning and Churchill became prime minister—Ari gave Jackie a private tour of his ship. Jackie found parts of it, such as the murals of naked women that had been painted on the walls of the dining salon, to be gaudy, even vulgar. Yet wanting to be diplomatic to her host, she held back. “Mr. Onassis, I have fallen in love with your ship,” she gushed. As for any personal attraction, she gave “no outward signs” of it at the time,3 though it seems hardly unreasonable to surmise that the Christina’s sheer opulence, the world-famous company onboard, and the glittery port they were in gave Jackie a warm impression of her host. What is undeniable, however, is that beyond conversing in French, Jackie, clad in a simple yet elegant above-the-knee white A-line dress, made a very good impression upon Ari. “There’s something damned willful about her,” he later told his friend and aide Costa Gratsos. “There’s something provocative about that lady. She’s got a carnal soul.”4


    Ari was also there for Jackie when it counted most: in her annus horribilis (horrible year), 1963, when she lost, in the space of three and a half months, a son and her husband—the father of her two surviving children.


    The son who died, Patrick Bouvier Kennedy, was born on August 7, five weeks early, with what today is known as respiratory distress syndrome. The infant lived just thirty-nine hours. His death—the second child the Kennedys had lost in their decade-long marriage—shattered JFK and Jackie, drawing them closer, observers said, than they had been in years. Terribly depressed, Jackie retreated from public view, recuperating at Hyannis (on Massachusetts’s Cape Cod) and nearby Squaw Island, where she was joined by her sister Lee Radziwill.


    It was Lee who opened the door to a renewed, and deeper, connection between Jackie and Ari. Here, the story grows tangled and somewhat soap opera-ish.


    Nearly four years younger than Jackie, Lee was living a scandalous life. Married to a Polish prince, Stanislaw (“Stas”) Albrecht Radziwill, she nevertheless began dating Onassis after they met at a London party in 1961. Onassis, meanwhile, was involved with the famed opera singer Maria Callas. Naturally, Lee and Ari’s gallivanting about town, and cruises on the Christina, were fodder for the Fleet Street gossip columnists.


    Two years later, they were still an item, and when Lee joined Jackie on Squaw Island she passed along an invitation from Onassis: Why not come to Greece? A pleasure cruise would, the tycoon suggested, help Jackie recover from the loss of her son. He said the Christina and its crew would be at her full disposal, and that he and Lee would keep her company.5


    Jackie was intrigued. She had visited Greece for the first time in June 1961, at the end of President Kennedy’s trip to Paris, Vienna, and London. She’d spent eight days there, sailing, shopping, and sightseeing; she fell in love with Greece—its history, architecture, and lively culture—and vowed to return.


    But an invitation from Onassis? That might be problematic. Not because of Jackie, but because of her husband. Just before the Kennedys were to leave on their 1961 trip, the president had called Clint Hill, Jackie’s principal Secret Service agent, into the Oval Office. Hill had never been summoned to the Oval before, and when he entered, found Attorney General Robert Kennedy there as well.


    It was a short conversation. Kennedy said he had learned that Hill would be doing the advance work for his wife’s trip. He looked at his brother and then back at Hill.


    “The attorney general and I want to make one thing clear…and that is, whatever you do in Greece, do not let Mrs. Kennedy cross paths with Aristotle Onassis.”


    “Yes, sir, Mr. President.”


    “Okay then,” JFK replied. “Have a great trip.”6


    The Kennedys were leery of Onassis, who had been on the federal government’s radar for years. In the 1950s, he was indicted on fraud and conspiracy charges in connection with the purchase of surplus ships from World War II. The charges were eventually dropped, but Onassis was fined seven million dollars.7 Hill knew none of this at the time, but he and Jackie’s other agents on the Greek trip made sure that Onassis didn’t come anywhere near the First Lady.


    Now, in the fall of 1963, Onassis’s invitation presented President Kennedy with a dilemma. He was concerned about Jackie’s health, and wanted her to get some rest. But his antipathy toward the shadowy Onassis had hardly dissipated, and with what he expected would be a tough reelection fight coming up in 1964, he fretted about the political imagery of his wife’s taking a ritzy European cruise with Onassis. Robert Kennedy and the president’s top political lieutenant, Kenny O’Donnell, warned it might become an election issue. In the end, the president decided to allow it, saying it would be “good for her.”8 Any political consequences, should they arise, could be dealt with later.


    Jackie was certainly aware of her husband’s reservations. “I don’t want a lot of publicity,” she told Hill, “but I suppose everyone will find out.”


    “Yes,” Hill replied, “I’m sure the word will get out and there will be a great deal of interest.”9 On October 1, skipping a state dinner for Ethiopian emperor Haile Selassie, Jackie quietly departed.


    Remembering President Kennedy’s 1961 admonition about Onassis, Hill cringed as the “oily” Greek tycoon welcomed Jackie aboard the Christina with a kiss on each cheek. This is the man President Kennedy had told me—in no uncertain terms—to make sure Mrs. Kennedy did not meet in 1961, he thought. Now, here she is being greeted by him on his yacht as his guest. Did I misunderstand something?10


    Just like everyone whom Onassis invited onto his floating palace—an antisubmarine frigate bought for scrap at a 1952 auction—Jackie was dazzled by the ship, which had been painstakingly turned into a glittering reflection of its new owner’s self-indulgence. The actor Richard Burton, who on another occasion stayed on the ship with Elizabeth Taylor, summarized the experience in one sentence: “I don’t think there is a man or woman on earth,” he said, “who would not be seduced by the pure narcissism shamelessly flaunted on this boat.”11


    Fears the Kennedy brothers and O’Donnell had were quickly justified. Even though the First Lady was recuperating from a terrible blow, criticism of her Greek jaunt was intense. Newspapers played up the “brilliantly lighted luxury yacht,” “gay with guests, good food and drinks,” “lavish shipboard dinners,” “dancing music,” “a crew of sixty, two coiffeurs and a dance band.” Photos of Jackie strolling down the streets of Smyrna (now Izmir), Turkey, with a solicitous Onassis weren’t helpful either. President Kennedy had sent undersecretary of commerce Franklin D. Roosevelt Jr. and his wife, Suzanne, along as escorts, but this only led to further attacks about Onassis’s trying to influence Roosevelt to smooth out legal problems the shipping magnate was having with the U.S. Marine Commission and Robert Kennedy’s Justice Department.12 One Republican congressman from Ohio, Oliver Bolton, even took to the House floor to attack the First Lady, saying the trip reflected poorly on the judgment of the president. President Kennedy was so concerned that he telephoned Jackie “on a number of occasions” in an attempt to persuade her to cut the trip short. Jackie, having a marvelous time, declined.13


    Much has been written over the years about a rivalry between Lee and her older sister for Onassis’s attention, including allegations that the tycoon and the First Lady slept together on the trip, but Suzanne Roosevelt insists they did not. “He [Onassis] wasn’t especially paying attention [to Jackie]. He was a very good host, he wasn’t courting her.” She adds that, to her knowledge, the two had never gone off together privately: “The only time that Ari went off with anybody that I knew was with me and Franklin.”14


    Even so, it seems clear that Onassis and Jackie, seeing each other for the first time in years, began to develop feelings for each other. Their initial formality melted away under the Greek sun, as they began conversing in English, Spanish, and French, sometimes sitting on the deck of the ship talking until dawn. Jackie was fascinated by Onassis’s gregariousness and zest for life, his “energy, his charisma in a ruthless pursuit of her, his earthiness, his intelligent attention to detail and most of all, his ostentatious romancing.”15 As for Onassis, this was certainly not the Jackie he remembered from the 1950s, when she was the mere wife of a boyish politician. The influence she now possessed and her fame—which exceeded his own—were powerful lures. She seemed even more striking, more mature, possessing a regal bearing. She was engaging yet enigmatic, interested yet ever so imperious. And the fact that she was ostensibly unavailable only added to her allure. For a man used to having anything and anyone he wanted, Onassis felt an attraction to her that was, at its most basic level, quite carnal. “I’m going to get her,” he was overheard saying. At the end of the weeklong trip, all of the women on the trip were given gifts, with Jackie getting the most extravagant present: a ruby choker.16 Jackie would later send Onassis an engraved silver cigarette box from Tiffany’s.17


    By the time Jackie returned to the White House on October 17 (after a stop in Morocco to visit King Hassan), President Kennedy had paid a political price in acquiescing to her lavish vacation. His journalist friend and former Georgetown neighbor Ben Bradlee wrote in 1975’s Conversations with Kennedy (a book that severed his friendship with Jackie) that the president had decided that Onassis should not visit the United States until after the 1964 election.18


    In fact, the president now felt emboldened to ask his wife for a favor: would she accompany him on a campaign swing through Texas in late November? Even with Texan Lyndon Johnson as his running mate, Kennedy had barely carried the Lone Star State in 1960—the winning margin was a mere 46,257 votes—and its twenty-five electoral votes would be crucial in 1964. Jackie’s presence, JFK judged, would be helpful.


    “I’ll campaign with you anywhere you want,” Jackie said. She opened her red leather appointment book and scribbled “Texas” across November 21, 22, and 23.19


    The announcement that Jackie would make the trip was big news. Jackie had never been to Texas before; in fact, she hadn’t ventured west of the Kennedys’ Middleburg, Virginia, home since the 1960 election. Now, for the first time, she would make a whirlwind trip through San Antonio, Houston, and—on Friday, November 22—Fort Worth, Dallas, and Austin.


    And so, the fact that Jacqueline Kennedy was beside her husband in Dallas, on Elm Street, in the back of that Lincoln Continental on November 22 when he was assassinated can be linked to her vacation, the month before, with Aristotle Onassis. She was there because of what the president called “Jackie’s guilt feelings,” and the fact that he could occasionally work them to his advantage.20


    Yet even as Kennedy pressed his wife to join him in Texas, he was jittery about it, and feared that she would later regret going.21 The one leg of the trip that concerned him most was Dallas, a city that disliked him intensely. He had lost “Big D” by sixty thousand votes in 1960; “Dallas just murdered us,” Texas governor John Connally told him in a November 7, 1962, call, a year before both of them were shot there. Kennedy’s reply: “I don’t know why we do anything for Dallas.”22


    When Kennedy was killed, Onassis was in Hamburg, Germany, overseeing construction of a new tanker for his shipping fleet. Deeply shaken, he called Lee Radziwiłł, who asked him to accompany her and Prince Radziwiłł to Washington for the funeral. He soon got a call from Angier Biddle Duke, the State Department’s chief of protocol, inviting him to stay at the White House.23


    Thus Aristotle Onassis, who so worried John F. Kennedy that Kennedy wanted him barred from the United States until after the 1964 election, slept in the president’s own home during the weekend of his murder—the special guest of the widow. It instantly elevated Onassis, making it abundantly clear that the ruthless tycoon had succeeded in positioning himself right where he wanted to be—close to Jackie. He indulged her that weekend as he had the month before on the Christina, listening to her, empathizing in her hour of maximum need. And he made sure to get along with the rest of the Kennedy family. This excerpt is from William Manchester’s book The Death of a President:


    Rose Kennedy dined upstairs with Stas Radziwill; Jacqueline Kennedy, her sister, and Robert Kennedy were served in their sitting room. The rest of the Kennedys ate in the family dining room with their house guests, McNamara, Phyllis Dillon, David Powers and Aristotle Socrates Onassis, the shipowner who provided comic relief, of sorts. They badgered him mercilessly about his yacht and his Man of Mystery aura. During coffee, the Attorney General (Bobby) came down and drew up a formal document stipulating that Onassis give half his wealth to help the poor in Latin America. It was preposterous (and obviously unenforceable) and the Greek millionaire signed it in Greek.24


    Onassis’s presence in the White House, in that darkest of moments, can be seen as a foreshadowing of what was to come. Over the next five years, there would be numerous other men in Jackie’s life. Most were mere social escorts. However, there would be romances, some more serious than others. But always lurking in the shadows was Aristotle Onassis. He kept such a low profile as he bided his time that he referred to himself as “the invisible man.”25 But to Jackie, he was anything but. Years before they wed, she defined him perfectly: “A strange man,” she observed. “Such a rogue, but also so understanding. I was fascinated by him from the beginning.”

  


  
    Chapter One



    November 1963 to June 1964:

    The Long, Dark Winter


    Barely one hundred hours a widow, and twenty-four since she had buried her husband before the eyes of a disbelieving world. Yet here she was, smiling and gracious, serving tea to her successor. And Jacqueline Kennedy, said the new First Lady of the United States, Lady Bird Johnson, was “orderly, composed, and radiating her particular sort of aliveness and warmth.” But Lady Bird also got a close-up view of what the world had just seen: “an element of steel and stamina somewhere within her to keep her going on as she is.”1


    As they sat in the West Sitting Hall, beneath the elegant half-moon window that overlooks the West Wing, Jackie asked a favor. Would it be alright, she asked in her soft voice, if Caroline’s kindergarten and first-grade schoolmates could continue to hold class on the third floor? Just until Christmas, she quickly added. In 1964 she would make other plans, but disrupting everyone during the holidays might be too unsettling. “The way she asked this,” Lady Bird says, “if it had been a request to chop off one’s right hand one would have said ‘Sure,’ just that minute.” It was “an easy, most delightful thing to say ‘Yes’ to.”2


    Occasionally, there were small signs that Jackie hadn’t quite come to grips with the cruel reality that her husband was gone. “Jack never likes those rich things that René does,” she said—using the present tense as she described the creations of White House chef René Verdon.3


    Lady Bird didn’t know if Jackie’s use of the wrong tense was just a slip of the tongue or, perhaps, some sort of defense mechanism. She did know, as Jackie escorted her into the Yellow Room, that the widow was more than cognizant of the past. There, on a table, stood two glaring reminders of it: the black boots that had been placed in the riderless horse’s stirrups during the prior day’s funeral procession, and the neatly folded flag that had covered the slain president’s coffin.4


    Thanksgiving, Jackie’s first holiday as a widow, was two days later. It was also the first time since Friday’s horror that she was without her rock—Robert—to lean on. He had taken his family to Florida instead, deciding that Hyannis and all its memories were too much to bear.


    Jackie had intended to fly to the Cape on the Caroline, the family plane, with in-laws Edward Kennedy, Eunice Kennedy Shriver, Jean Kennedy Smith, and Patricia Kennedy Lawford, and their spouses and children. But she decided to visit Arlington again, and flew up later, accompanied by sister Lee and brother-in-law Stas Radziwiłł.


    Arriving at the family compound, she went to the famous beachfront home on Marchant Avenue where her in-laws lived. Rose Kennedy had traveled to Washington for her son’s funeral, but Joseph P. Kennedy, the seventy-five-year old family patriarch, had suffered a paralyzing stroke in 1961 and was unable to attend. Jackie went upstairs to his bedroom. Perched on a low stool beside his bed and caressing his wrinkled hand, she quietly told him the entire story of the assassination. Jack was the third of old Joe Kennedy’s children to die violently; there would be a fourth, and nearly a fifth.


    Up until this point, Jackie’s telling and retelling of her grisly story had been for a small audience of family and friends. But on Friday, one week to the day after Dallas, she decided that the nation had to hear as well. She summoned Life magazine’s Theodore White, chosen not so much because of his immense journalistic talent but because he was a “friendly,” a trusted scribe who had gotten along well with—and, more important, had written well of—the Kennedys in the past. In a monstrous storm—“either an old fashioned northeaster or a full-fledged hurricane”—that made flying impossible, White hired a car and driver and raced from New York to the Cape. He went to Jackie despite the fact that his mother had just suffered a heart attack.


    As White shook off the cold rain upon entering, his first observation of Jackie echoed Lady Bird Johnson’s earlier in the week. He was struck by her remarkable demeanor: “…composure…beautiful…dressed in black trim slacks, beige pullover sweater…eyes wider than pools…calm voice.” Family and friends who had been with Jackie left the room at her request so she and White could be alone.5


    On the chaotic afternoon of the killing, White had dashed down from New York, eventually making his way that evening to Bethesda Naval Hospital, where he saw Jackie “for a moment, still bloodstained, and so numb of expression I could not bring myself to speak to her.”6 Now, as the storm lashed Hyannis, rain pounding ceaselessly on the roof, he spoke with her—or mostly listened—as she again told the tale. The killing in the bright noon sun, “his blood, his brains are all over me.” The frantic race to Parkland Memorial Hospital. Placing her bloody wedding ring on his pinkie, the body placed in what she called the “long, long, coffin.”7 Scribbling furiously on a yellow pad, White was struck by how the widow remained “without tears; drained, white of face.” He was stunned by her total recall and clarity, as she had what would, years later, be dubbed “an involuntary rush of agonized flashbacks.”8 He strained to listen as she spoke “so softly in the particular whispering intimacy of Jacqueline Kennedy’s voice.” The rain continued to pour.


    White had a tape recorder with him but curiously chose not to use it. It was a lapse that would bedevil future historians. The following spring, William Manchester would record his lengthy interviews with Jackie for The Death of a President—arguably still the definitive book on the assassination—but those tapes are sealed until 2067. But a recording of Jackie, exactly a week after the shooting, would have been priceless. “A talk with Mary Todd Lincoln a week after Lincoln’s assassination would not have been nearly as compelling, for Jacqueline Kennedy was a superior wife, a superior person and wise.”9, 10


    In her initial call to White, Jackie told him of her displeasure that other journalists were already writing assessments of John F. Kennedy’s presidency. Her fear: that Jack would not be seen in what she regarded as the proper light. “She wanted me to rescue Jack from all these ‘bitter people,’” White says. She was determined to wrest control of her husband’s legacy from them.11


    In one sense, Jackie’s emphasis on using words and writers to shape the counters of her husband’s legacy was ironic. His had been a visual presidency after all, the first true one, and the seventy-two hours that elapsed between his murder and burial were a watershed moment in the shifting of American culture to one that forever cemented the dominance of television.


    Like radio thirty years before in the Roosevelt era, the television had become the new hearth around which Americans gathered. John F. Kennedy understood this better than most men of his era; it took his own slaying and the coverage that followed to make this abundantly clear to others. When people today think of the Kennedy presidency, they invariably think not so much of the first 1,035 days of his presidency, but the 1,036th and final one—and the overwhelming, indelible imagery that was burned into the national psyche that weekend, choreographed flawlessly and nearly single-handedly by Jackie herself.


    The thirty-four-year-old widow was of the television generation herself and knew of its vast power. On February 14, 1962, she had guided CBS reporter Charles Collingwood on a tour of the mansion after her yearlong, top-to-bottom restoration of it. A staggering eighty million Americans—about two-fifths of the nation’s population—watched that tour.12 The three days of nonstop funeral coverage garnered an audience even bigger than that—in fact, far bigger, because it was a global event. Between one p.m. on November 24, when she appeared on the North Portico clutching the hands of her children, and 3:15 p.m. the next day, when she departed Arlington National Cemetery holding the flag from her husband’s coffin, more eyes were cast upon her, it can be argued, than on any human being in history up to that time. The poise, class, and composure that she conveyed over that twenty-four-hour period, under the most stressful circumstances imaginable, said as much about the man in the mahogany box as it did about the woman who walked behind it. Which was her implicit objective—to burnish the aura of her dead husband. Find out how Lincoln was buried, she instructed aides hours after the killing.


    Through the pageantry of his mourning, Jacqueline Kennedy had already elevated John F. Kennedy, transforming him into an almost mythical figure. And yet here she was, four days later, in a quiet room on a cold, wet night, talking with one man about how the world should remember him. But Jackie, thinking ahead through her grief, was right: words still mattered. Furthermore, by carefully selecting and limiting her words, she could guide and better control perceptions of her husband long into the future. And limit those words she did. In addition to her conversation with White on November 29, 1963, Jackie would speak publicly of John F. Kennedy just three more times in her life: Between March 2 and June 3, 1964, she gave a series of interviews to historian Arthur Schlesinger, another “friendly” who was on the Kennedy payroll as special assistant to the president. Their conversations overlapped with a series of interviews (May 4 to July 20, 1964) that she gave Manchester.13 And on June 5, 1964, she spoke with members of the Warren Commission who were investigating the president’s murder. Her testimony, commission records show, lasted about ten minutes. Jackie, who died in 1994, never wrote a memoir, never kept a diary, and—with one exception—remained largely silent about her first husband for the final three decades of her life. “I want to live my life, not record it,” she said in 1981.14


    The interviews she gave between November 1963 and July 1964 obviously carry tremendous weight—they are, after all, all we have. The Schlesinger conversations dealt with John F. Kennedy’s life from childhood to White House: what he was like, what he read as a boy, his rise to power, and such. There is an air of deference in Schlesinger as he sits with Jackie. His adoration of her, particularly when the shock of the assassination was still fresh, is understandable. But the conversations, read more than half a century later, come off as somewhat glossy; uncomfortable and/or embarrassing subjects are avoided. The overall scarcity of material in Jackie’s own words means that the Schlesinger chats are useful; they add context to the Kennedy narrative. But tapes and transcripts weren’t released to the public until 2011—long after basic impressions about the president had been ingrained in the minds of most Americans.


    Manchester had a narrower and far more intense focus: the five days spanning the assassination and related events, from the White House to Texas to Arlington. Jackie’s Warren Commission testimony, just ten minutes long, was a subset of Manchester’s, dealing with the presence of SS100X—the presidential limousine—on Elm Street and her recollections about the shooting.


    Therefore, it is the White conversation, for our purposes here, that is most revealing of all. Other than the funeral itself, it was Jackie’s first effort to shape her husband’s legacy. It also foreshadowed the fierce battles that she would undertake to protect it—notably her ugly row with Manchester himself, which would spill out into the public.


    After Jackie “rid herself of the blood scene,” as White calls it, she pivoted to what seemed the real objective of her conversation with the Life reporter.


    “There’s this one thing I wanted to say…” she began. “It’s been almost an obsession with me, all I keep thinking of is this line from a musical comedy.” She repeated how she was obsessed with it.


    “At night before we’d go to sleep…we had an old Victrola. Jack liked to play some records. His back hurt, the floor was so cold. I’d get out of bed and play it for him…and the song he loved most came at the very end of this record, the last side of Camelot, sad Camelot…‘Don’t let it be forgot, that once there was a spot, for one brief shining moment that was known as Camelot.’”


    The lyrics that Jackie found so enchanting were from Camelot, the Alan Jay Lerner and Frederick Loewe musical that, not coincidentally, ran on Broadway for much of the Kennedy presidency. Camelot was a mythical twelfth-century castle, home to a heroic figure, King Arthur, who lead a chivalric group of knights who congregated with him around a round table, thus becoming known as the Knights of the Round Table. Jackie of course saw her husband as the king, which would have made her Lady Guinevere.15


    The lines that Jackie recited to White were from the musical’s final number, in which King Arthur knights a young boy and tells him to pass along the story of Camelot—and its brief and shining moment—to future generations. One can imagine that the young boy in her mind was John F. Kennedy Jr., whose saluting of his father’s coffin just four days before provided the most poignant moment of the entire assassination weekend.


    “History!” she told White. And that was the subtext of their three-and-a-half-hour talk that stormy evening on the Cape: her husband was a hero and must be remembered as one. “She believed, and John F. Kennedy shared the belief,” White writes in his 1978 memoirs, “that history belongs to heroes, and heroes must not be forgotten.”


    “There’ll never be another Camelot again,” Jackie told him.16


    White understood what Jackie was imploring. “What she was saying to me now was: Please, History, be kind to John F. Kennedy. Or, as she said over and over again, don’t leave him to the bitter old men to write about.” At midnight he withdrew into a servant’s room and began to type “in haste and inner turmoil.”17


    In about forty-five minutes he had his story. Jackie went over it with a pencil, substituting words, moving lines around. At two o’clock in the morning—it was now Saturday, November 30—he phoned it in to his editors in New York.


    The editors, Ralph Graves and David Maness, thought the whole Camelot theme was over the top. Holding the presses at a cost of thirty thousand dollars per hour, they tried to water it down, but Jackie, overhearing White’s end of the phone call, was firm: Camelot—with its heroes and legends—must remain. At one point, Maness, sensing the strain in White’s voice, asked, “Hey, is she listening to this now with you?” White muffled the phone, went on dictating, and the story ran just the way Jackie wanted.


    And so, the thousand-day administration of John F. Kennedy would forever be cemented to the brave and chivalrous King Arthur and his stately and dignified wife, Lady Guinevere. Of course, Camelot, which had earlier been written about by everyone from Alfred, Lord Tennyson to Mark Twain (A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court), was all a myth, the construction of a larger-than-life figure. That may have been the point, though lost in this wistful romanticism was something that actually was reminiscent of the Kennedy era: “how badly the actual Camelot story played out—with infidelities, betrayals, and even the death of King Arthur himself.”18, 19 In his memoirs, White writes: “More than any other President since Lincoln, John F. Kennedy has become myth.” Perhaps more than anyone save the widow herself, White helped make it so. Years later, one observer, removed from the emotions of 1963, would call it “one of the most significant examples of the power of storytelling to build a brand in modern history.”20


    Jackie and her children returned from Hyannis on December 1, to begin their final five days in the White House. President and Mrs. Johnson told Jackie that of course she could move out at her own pace. For Jackie, that meant as soon as possible. She wanted to go no later than December 3, now just a day away, but this was obviously impossible.


    Among her unfinished business: sorting through her husband’s closets and determining what should be given away. Aides laid out suits on furniture and garment racks. It was draining to look at Jack’s clothes, which brought back specific memories of happier times, trips, and triumphs. White House staffers wept, yet Jackie refused to do so. “Now is not the time to cry, Provi,” she told her personal assistant, Providencia (“Provi”) Paredes. “We will cry later when we’re alone.”21


    Jackie also had another emotionally wrenching task. Before leaving the mansion for the final time, she wanted the two children she had lost—Arabella and Patrick—reinterred next to their father. The two infants had been buried in the Kennedy family plot at Holyhood Cemetery in Brookline, Massachusetts, and Edward Kennedy had the difficult mission of having their tiny coffins dug up and flown south.


    As she was packing, she got a call from Lyndon Johnson, who was in the Oval Office.


    “I just wanted you to know you were loved and by so many and so much and—” he began.


    “Oh, Mr. President!” she interrupted.


    “I’m one of them,” LBJ said.


    Johnson had written her a letter as well, but Jackie, in her girlish voice, said she didn’t want to bother him with a reply. “I was so scared you’d answer!”


    “Listen, sweetie,” the president said, laying on the LBJ schmaltz. “Now, first thing you’ve got to learn—you’ve got some things to learn, and one of them is that you don’t bother me. You give me strength.” He asked her to “just come on over and put your arm around me. That’s all you do. When you haven’t got anything else to do, let’s take a walk. Let’s walk around the backyard and just let me tell you how much you mean to all of us and how we can carry on if you give us a little strength!”


    Jackie laughed. “‘She ran around with two Presidents.’ That’s what they’ll say about me!” Johnson chuckled.


    Jackie: Okay! Anytime!


    LBJ: Goodbye, darling.


    Jackie: Thank you for calling, Mr. President. Goodbye.


    LBJ: Bye, sweetie. Do come by.


    Jackie: [warmly] I will.22


    She never did. Not because she disliked Johnson; she did like him, and Lady Bird. But Jackie had a singular focus: to leave the presidency and White House—a painful reminder of what had been lost—and get on with her life. Her focus now, made clear to White House press secretary Pierre Salinger two days after the assassination, was as narrow as it was clear: “I only have one thing to do now—I have to take care of these kids. I have to make sure they grow up well, they have to get intelligent, they have to move forward to get good jobs, they have to have a whole very important life because if I don’t do that for them, they’ll spend all their time looking back at their father’s death and that’s not what they should be doing.”23


    Such sentiments notwithstanding, Jackie did want her kids to look back, so they would know and appreciate who their father was. She was fiercely determined that the world remember John F. Kennedy, and Caroline and John were the rightful extension of his legacy. “She was firmly of the opinion that having had such a wonderful father, they should grow up knowing all about him,” nanny Maud Shaw writes. “It was Mrs. Kennedy’s aim to make her children proud of their father, so that they were always aware of what he was and who he was.”24


    Jackie’s last full day in the White House—Thursday, December 5—coincided with her first public appearance since the funeral. It was an awkward occasion: an award ceremony for Secret Service agents Rufus Youngblood and Clint Hill for their actions in Dallas. As Oswald rained bullets down on the presidential limousine, Youngblood threw Lyndon Johnson to the floor of his car—two vehicles behind—and shielded his body. LBJ personally pinned the award on his agent, praising him as “one of the most noble and able public servants I have ever known.”


    Jackie had insisted that Hill also be awarded, and Treasury Secretary C. Douglas Dillon, whose department oversaw the Secret Service, did the honors. As Dillon read the citation noting Hill’s “extraordinary courage in the face of maximum danger,” Hill looked glum and felt embarrassed. I don’t deserve an award, he thought. The president is dead. As the room applauded, Jackie stood feet away, wearing a black two-piece suit and a blank look on her face.25


    She also fulfilled an important obligation to her children. She had promised them a birthday party. John had turned three on November 25—the day of his father’s funeral; Caroline had turned six two days after that.


    In the second-floor dining room that Jackie had earlier converted from a bedroom, friends and family gathered.26 Adults guests included longtime Kennedy aide Dave Powers, Air Force general Godfrey McHugh, Navy captain Tazewell Shepard, and Jackie’s lifelong friend Nancy Tuckerman. They sang “Happy Birthday,” had ice cream and cake, then went into the West Sitting Hall for games and the unwrapping of presents. Caroline got a cardboard dollhouse with punch-out figures and a giant stuffed bear; John, who was crazy about anything that flew, was thrilled to get a model of Air Force One.27


    But the gift the boy had wanted more than anything—other than to see his daddy—had been inspired by a Veterans Day visit with JFK to Arlington National Cemetery just twenty-four days before. John, enthralled by the crisp, colorful military uniforms he saw that day, declared that he, too, wanted a uniform. Jackie passed this anecdote on to Powers, who worked his magic and came up with a blue jacket with brass buttons, white pants, and a naval officer’s hat—not unlike the real one his father had worn so proudly. John put the uniform on immediately. He then raised his right hand to his temple and saluted. The adults who had been trying to make the children happy found themselves fighting back tears.


    Meanwhile, the remains of Patrick and Arabella had arrived at Arlington. In contrast to the arrangements for her husband, who had gone to his rest ten days earlier before a worldwide audience, Jackie arranged for her first and fourth children to be buried quietly at night after the cemetery had closed. She invited just three family members to join her: brothers-in-law Robert and Edward, and sister Lee.28


    Making her way across the darkened Potomac and into the cemetery’s quiet grounds, Jackie approached the flickering orange and yellow flame that danced atop her husband’s grave. On each side lay a white coffin, heartbreakingly tiny. It was clearly an ordeal. Seeing the distress she was in, Bishop Philip Hannan, who was presiding over the service, opted for a brief prayer and nothing more. When he finished, Jackie let out a loud and audible sigh, and the coffins were deposited into the cold earth next to their father, his own plot still bearing the scars of the gravedigger.


    As Hannan escorted Jackie back to her limousine, she began to talk about Dallas, how senseless it was, how she just couldn’t come to grips with the dimensions of the tragedy. Hannan, surprised that Jackie was revealing such thoughts in public, suggested that perhaps it would be better to talk in private—at his rectory or the White House. Jackie, abandoning discretion, continued to talk. How could this have happened? she demanded to know. Why had God taken her husband in such a monstrous way? It was evident to the others that these matters, obviously indecipherable, gnawed at Jackie; she seemed obsessed with them.29


    Her first night in the White House, not three years before, had been one of joy and the promise of all that lay ahead. Her final one was spent burying two children next to their murdered father. She made her way back to the mansion, where she stayed up until four thirty in the morning writing letters to Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev, urging him to work for peace; to Marie Tippit, the wife of police officer J. D. Tippit—who was also murdered by Lee Harvey Oswald on November 22; and to all 114 permanent White House staffers, thanking them for their condolences.30


     


    The night of President Kennedy’s assassination, while the autopsy and embalming were being hastily conducted in the basement morgue of Bethesda Naval Hospital, Jackie waited seventeen floors above in a drab navy suite. Still wearing her pink suit stained with her husband’s blood and brains, she wondered aloud, “Where am I going to live?”31 The Kennedys had sold their Georgetown home—a red-brick Federal-style row house at 3307 N Street NW—after the 1960 election, and now, the world’s most famous woman had nowhere to go.32


    “I’ll buy it back for you,” Defense Secretary Robert McNamara offered. A simpler solution was devised: W. Averell Harriman, a wealthy sixty-eight-year old advisor to the president—known as one of Washington’s “wise men” for his service to Presidents Franklin D. Roosevelt and Harry S. Truman—offered his seven-bedroom home at 3038 N Street NW for as long as Jackie needed it. He and wife Marie would move to a nearby hotel.


    Now, two weeks later, it was moving day. The second floor, once so alive with music parties and the laughter of children, was quiet and empty. The moving trucks had come and gone. Around noon, President Johnson presided over an Alliance for Progress ceremony in the State Dining Room. It had been launched by JFK in 1961 to mend ties with Latin America.


    Chief Usher J. B. West was watching from an adjoining room when he heard Jackie’s soft voice. “May I watch?” she asked. And unseen by anyone, she stood behind a screen, listening as the new president carried on with her husband’s agenda. Before it ended, she slipped away.


    Perhaps her final gesture was to her successor. “I wish you a happy arrival in your new house, Lady Bird,” she scribbled in a note to the new first lady. “Remember—you will be happy here. Love, Jackie.” The note was placed next to a small vase of flowers on a mantel.33


    She also made a more permanent final gesture. Just as she had tried to link her martyred husband to Lincoln in the hours after he was gunned down, Jackie oversaw the installation of a small plaque in the presidential bedroom on the second floor. It read: “In this room lived John Fitzgerald Kennedy with his wife, Jacqueline, during the two years, ten months and two days he was President of the United States.”34


    She made sure that it was placed directly below an older inscription that read: “In this room Abraham Lincoln slept during his occupancy of the White House March 4, 1861–April 13, 1865.”35 Just as the memory of Abraham Lincoln lived on in the great mansion, so, she was determined, would John F. Kennedy’s.


    But Jackie left behind much more than a plaque. The White House itself had been restored to its glorious, original authenticity on her watch, thanks to a diligent effort she undertook shortly after moving in nearly three years earlier.


    The restoration had its roots in 1941, when Jackie first visited the White House with her mother and Lee during Easter vacation. It was about two-thirds into the long administration of Franklin D. Roosevelt. She was just eleven. Years later she recalled feeling “strangely let down. It seemed rather bleak; there was nothing in the way of a booklet to take away, nothing to teach one more about that great house and the presidents who had lived there.”36 Little did she know that two decades later, she would call the great mansion home and would be the third-youngest First Lady to grace its halls.37


    In her mind, the mansion she moved into in 1961 was largely as she remembered it from twenty years before: dowdy, unsophisticated, not sufficiently reflecting the history and heritage of the nation it represented. “Oh, God. It’s the worst place in the world,” she told a friend. “So cold and dreary. A dungeon.… I’ve never seen anything like it. I can’t bear the thought of moving in. I hate it, I hate it, hate it.” Obviously an exaggeration, it said more about Jackie—a sophisticated habitué of Paris and Park Avenue—than about the mansion itself, which had been torn down and completely rebuilt less than a decade earlier, when Truman was president.


    Yet she had been right about one thing: many of the furnishings and decor pieces of the Truman and Eisenhower eras were reproductions of period pieces that had been selected for financial reasons—unacceptable to a woman for whom the word “budget” was anathema. “It looks like it’s been furnished by discount stores,” Jackie complained.38, 39 “It looks like a house where nothing has ever taken place. There is no trace of the past.”40 This, she thought, was unsuitable for a building that represented the American people and their nation’s rich cultural heritage.


    The White House, Jackie felt, should not just appear grand; it must be authentically so. She vowed not to redecorate it but to restore it.41 Armed with the fifty thousand dollars given by Congress to new first families, Jackie began with the living quarters on the second floor. Rooms were brightened up. Art borrowed from museums was hung. She sent for furnishings from the Kennedys’ Georgetown home. She ended the tradition of first families’ taking all their meals in a dining room on the ground floor, creating one on the second floor, where they actually lived. A small room in the northwest corner was converted into a kitchen. Aside from the convenience of having a kitchen within their living quarters, it gave Jackie what she craved: additional privacy for her family.42


    As for her desire to restore authenticity to the White House, Jackie formed a Fine Arts Committee to advise her on the acquisition of genuine furnishings from America’s past. She asked for citizens in possession of any authentic antique furnishings to donate them to the White House—and they did. Paintings, sculptures, and historic prints, many associated with George Washington, James Madison, and Abraham Lincoln, soon arrived,43 as did three original chairs that had stood in James Monroe’s Oval Room in 1818, when the president’s house reopened following the British attack of 1814. She left just one room untouched: the Lincoln Bedroom—where the sixteenth president had his office. It was, she felt, “the one room in the house with a link to the past.”44


    The committee found donors to pay for these treasures, and by the end of 1961, much of the mansion’s original authenticity had been restored. It was a stunning achievement. “I hope you can realize what this means to us…” Jackie wrote to donors. “I do hope you will come this fall to the White House—then together we will see what a difference your things have made.”45


    But all that was behind her now as she and the children prepared to move out. West had the staff line up for a final goodbye. Many were crying. Gripping the hands of Caroline and John, Jackie asked him: “My children, they’re good children, aren’t they Mr. West?”


    “They certainly are.”


    “They’re not spoiled?”


    “No indeed.”


    West, who had grown close to them, was subdued. “It was very sad, of course,” he said.46


    The group quietly proceeded to an elevator. “There was a lump in my throat,” Maud Shaw recalled, “knowing that we would never retrace these footsteps.” At the door, she turned for one final look at their rooms; they were now silent and empty. “A pall of sadness hung like a dust sheet over everything,” she said.47


    As they rode down, Jackie was silent. She wore the same black dress, simple and elegant, that she had worn exactly a fortnight earlier when her husband was laid to rest. Caroline and John wore the same powder-blue coats, though Caroline also wore red tights.


    They were all she had now, her kids, and as they left their home of nearly three years, she gripped their hands tightly. They walked out of the Palm Room into a brisk, bright day, and climbed into the gleaming black Chrysler Imperial limousine that waited on the South Lawn. Nanny Maud Shaw also sat in back; Clint Hill sat in the front passenger seat next to the driver, Army sergeant Irv Watkins.


    They proceeded slowly down the curved driveway, passing the Rose Garden Jackie and her husband had designed and the oval-shaped office where he had toiled—the office where his very presence had offered, for millions around the globe, inspiration and hope. The car exited through the southwest gate, passed West Executive Avenue and the Old Executive Office Building, and headed west through the city.


    She never looked back and never said a word. The pain was such, the memory of happy times so ravaged, that from that moment on, drivers were told to avoid routes that offered even the remotest glimpse of the residence she had just vacated. After a brief visit to Caroline’s school later that month, Jackie would return to the mansion just once over the final three decades of her life.


    The car headed into Georgetown. Christmas was nineteen days away. Shops were all lit up with bright holiday lights; holly wreaths hung from doors on the village’s quaint cobblestone streets. But inside the car were silence and gloom. “I never felt less festive in my life,” Shaw says.48


    As they headed north on 31st Street and turned right onto N, onlookers—alerted by the sudden bustle of police officers and photographers—gazed from a respectful distance. The car glided to a halt. Hill climbed out and opened the door. John Jr. emerged first, clutching an American flag that was half as big as he was. He clambered up the three broad steps and disappeared inside. Jackie followed, sporting a tight-lipped smile and still clutching Caroline’s right hand. Aides lugged suitcases and boxes. There was a model sailing ship. A bicycle. The sad caravan from the White House included Robert and Ethel Kennedy; they went inside and spent half an hour trying to cheer Jackie up, a hopeless task. After they left to the glare of flashbulbs, the widow was alone with her children and the small household staff left by the Harrimans.


    “There was just a heavy sadness for all of us,” Hill remembers. “A very difficult day.”49 Night was worse, a precursor of what was to come for Jackie. The strange surroundings, the small rooms, and the overwhelming sense of loss and despair enveloped her. She quickly learned that her nightmares had accompanied her to Georgetown.


    Amid the uncertainty and gloom that first weekend out of the White House, Jackie was sure of one thing: she had left the president’s house in the rearview mirror, both literally and figuratively, and was determined to keep it that way. Of the Harriman home, she told Caroline, “We will stay here until we can find a house of our own. But it has to be just right for us.”


    But Lyndon Johnson wasn’t about to let Jackie go. Before leaving the mansion, she had gotten numerous calls from the new president, always respectful, always asking her to visit. Knowing she would never go back, never could go back, she rebuffed him. She hadn’t been in the Harriman home more than a day when the phone rang. It was LBJ calling to see how her move had gone. The first part of this Saturday, December 7 call—it was also LBJ’s first full day in his new home—doesn’t exist because Johnson turned on the recorder after the call started—but the rest clearly reveals Johnson’s diligent effort to flatter her:


    Jackie: Tonight, will it be in the news?


    LBJ: It might be. I don’t know…. I just had them come in the office, and they just sat around while I was drinking coffee. I don’t know whether they even took TV of it, or not. I guess they did have some shining stuff in my eyes, but I don’t imagine it’s worth being on.


    Jackie: Oh, listen. Oh, good, because I thought it might have been one of those things that went on while you were doing it.


    LBJ: Did it keep you busy all day?


    Jackie: Oh, listen, I’m just collapsed. I haven’t gotten out of bed.


    LBJ: Your picture was gorgeous. Now you had that chin up and that chest out and you looked so pretty marching in the front page of the New York Daily News today, and I think they had the same picture in Washington. Little John-John and Caroline, they were wonderful, too. Have you seen the Daily News? The New York Daily News?


    Jackie: No, but I haven’t seen anything today except the [Washington] Post ’cause I just sort of collapsed, but they’re all downstairs.


    LBJ: Well, you look at the New York Daily News. I’m looking at it now, and I just came, sat in my desk and started signing a lot of long things, and I decided I wanted to flirt with you a little bit.


    Jackie: How sweet! And I read—Will you sleep in the White House tonight?


    LBJ: [Laughs.] I guess so. I’m paid to.


    Jackie: Oh!… You all three sleep in the same room, because it’s the worst time, your first night.


    LBJ: Darling, you know what I said to the Congress—I’d give anything in the world if I wasn’t here today. [Laughs.]


    Jackie: Well, listen, oh, it’s going to be funny because the rooms are all so big. You’ll all get lost, but anyway—


    LBJ: You going to come back and see me?


    Jackie: [Chuckles.]


    LBJ: Hmm?


    Jackie: Someday I will.


    LBJ: Someday?


    Jackie: But anyway, take a big sleeping pill.


    LBJ: Aren’t you going to bring—You know what they do with me, they just keep my—they’re just like taking a hypo; they just stimulate me and I just get every idea out of every head in my life comes back and I start thinking new things and new roads to conquer.


    Jackie: Yeah? Great.


    LBJ: So I can’t. Sleeping pill won’t put me to sleep. It just wakes me up.


    Jackie: Oh.


    LBJ: But if I know that you are going to come back to see me some morning when you are bringing your—


    Jackie: I will.


    LBJ: —kid to school, and first time you do, please come and walk and let me walk down to the seesaw with you like old times.


    Jackie: I will, Mr. President.


    LBJ: Okay. Give Caroline and John-John a hug for me.


    Jackie: I will.


    LBJ: Tell them I’d like to be their daddy!


    Jackie: I will.


    LBJ: Goodbye.


    Jackie: Goodbye.50


    Jackie was “gorgeous,” Johnson said. He “wanted to flirt with” her. And, to the grieving woman who’d just lost the father of her children: “I’d like to be their daddy!” Jackie was often both touched and repelled by Lyndon Johnson, a man capable of warmth and charm—but also of thoughtless insensitivity. She was deeply moved by something he had done on his first night as president, sending handwritten notes to Caroline and John Jr., telling them what a great man their father had been, how proud they could always be of him. But then two weeks later, telling Jackie he wanted to their dad. That was just good ole LBJ. But to Jackie, adrift in her new world, it seemed a bit much.


    [image: ]


    Her White House years behind her, Jackie settled in at the Harriman home. The handsome red-brick Federal-style house had seven bedrooms, a cavernous dining room, multiple fireplaces, and a swim­ming pool. Harriman, a serious art collector, also had an extensive collection of Impressionist paintings. It was comfortable, but it wasn’t the White House.


    No longer a First Lady, Jackie needed no reminders that the glorious accoutrement of power and privilege she once had at her beck and call—an army of servants, aides, limos, and helicopters—was no more. “I guess we’ll have to drive,” she told Clint Hill when she wanted to visit Atoka, near Middleburg, Virginia, where she and JFK had built a home that year.51, 52


     


    Preparing to move out of the White House had kept her occupied, but alone now in a strange house, she was quickly engulfed by self-pity. “I’m dried up,” she said. “I have nothing more to give, and some days I can’t even get out of bed. I cry all day and all night until I’m so exhausted I can’t function. Then I drink.”53


    Friends tried to help. She spent a few awkward weekends at the country house with Ben Bradlee and his wife, Antoinette (Tony), “trying with no success to talk about something else or someone else,” as Bradlee wrote years later. “Too soon and too emotional for healing, we proved only that the three of us had very little in common without the essential fourth.”


    On December 20, Jackie wrote them a sad note:


    Dear Tony and Ben:


    Something that you said in the country stunned me so—that you hoped I would marry again.


    You were close to us so many times. There is one thing that you must know. I consider that my life is over and I will spend the rest of it waiting for it really to be over.


    With my love,


    Jackie54


    She had no title, wasn’t a government official, and wasn’t related to one. That she had access to a government car and a cook derived not from not from any position, but from Lyndon Johnson’s largesse.


    The realization that she was cut off, just a private citizen—albeit hardly a normal one—added to her sense of isolation. This, combined with unending grief and nightmares that invaded even her futile attempts to sleep, sent her on a downward spiral. She obsessed, absolutely obsessed, over those few seconds in the limo. She was convinced that had she only understood what was happening sooner, she could have saved her husband’s life. “I would have been able to pull him down,” she told visitors, “or throw myself in front of him, or do something. If only I had known.”55


    Few saw the widow more during this period than Mary Gallagher, Jackie’s personal secretary, who described visiting Jackie on Monday, December 9 for her usual jobs of taking dictation and performing other duties as needed. “At 11 a.m., I was in her [second-floor] bedroom in the Harriman home and found her in a lonely, depressed mood. We chatted for about twenty minutes. She wept, saying how utterly lonely she was.”


    “Why did Jack have to die so young?” Jackie asked. “Even when you’re sixty, you like to know your husband is there. It’s so hard for the children,” she observed, as tears rolled down her cheeks. “Please, Mary, don’t ever leave. Get yourself fixed for salary on my Government appropriation—just don’t leave me!”56


    Two Jackies emerged as fall gave way to winter: there was the “angry” Jackie, who was “so bitter” about what had happened, the Jackie who frequently lashed out at others. There was also the “guilty” Jackie, who was despondent, alone, afraid—the Jackie who remained in her second-floor bedroom much of the day, crying, fearing for her children. As she ricocheted between these debilitating personas, there was one constant: alcohol. She drowned her sorrows in vodka, occasionally switching to scotch even though she hated it.57


    “I was constantly aware of her suffering,” Gallagher said.58


    Jackie’s overwhelming despair certainly wasn’t lost on Caroline. She knew what had happened, and at six was just old enough to comprehend its dimension. Her most basic awareness, however, was the terrible impact it was having on her mom.


    Sitting with her classmates one day while their teacher, Sister Joanne Frey, read a story of a woman who washed the feet of Jesus with her tears, Caroline suddenly blurted out, almost in a stage whisper, “My mummy cries all the time.”


    Frey chose to ignore the comment and continued reading aloud. Caroline said it again.


    “Caroline, we’ll talk about that later; yes we will.”


    After class was over and the other students had left, Frey sat with her. Caroline, clearly upset by her mother’s condition, and seemingly with no one to confide in about it, told Frey, “Every morning when I go and get in bed with Mummy, she’s crying.”59


    At night, Caroline would often climb into bed with her mother, giving her a reassuring hug and stroking her hair until both of them, exhausted, fell asleep.


    But the six-year-old couldn’t be strong all the time. One evening at dinner, Caroline held one end of a wishbone while Janet Auchincloss, Jackie’s teenage half-sister, held the other. “Can I have any wish I want?” Caroline asked.


    “Any one,” Janet answered, not sensing what was coming.


    “I want to see my daddy,” Caroline said.60


    While lacking his sister’s comprehension, John Jr. certainly was aware of his father’s absence and sensed that something was wrong. On the weekend of the assassination, he complained that he didn’t have anybody to play with and that “a bad man shot my daddy.”61 On the day the family left the White House, Secret Service agent Bob Foster took John on a final stroll around the grounds of the only home he had ever known. A White House photographer appeared and started to take a photo. “What are you taking my picture for?” John asked. “My daddy’s dead.” The photographer and Foster broke down in tears.62
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