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For Heath and Finn






PROLOGUE


Ted Kennedy walks up the stairs. As he passes the old grandfather clock on the landing, he leans forward with each step, the floors creaking under the cream-colored runner. He reaches the top of the staircase and looks into his childhood bedroom. As the youngest of nine, he’d received the worst of most things, including the worst room. It’s at the front of the house, facing away from Nantucket Sound, so it’s stuffy and stale with no breeze. And it’s loud with the mingled noises of two floors.

Today, Ted is seventy-one and his thick, wavy hair is a shock of white. He’s gone from baby of the family to one of the grown-ups, both a grandfather and bearer of the family legacy. The house, though, looks a lot like it always did. Today, the hallway is quiet. His stepdaughter, Caroline, is in his sister Jean’s old room. He walks down the hall past his sister Pat’s old room. Then his sister Eunice’s. Then his oldest sister Rosemary’s. Rosemary had loved it here, before the surgery in the early 1940s changed her, before she could no longer come home. There are rooms on each side of the narrow hallway. The room facing south belonged to Ted’s sister Kathleen—they called her Kick. Kick’s room changed hands in the 1940s, too, after she died in the plane crash. The kids had always squabbled over the bedrooms. No, I hate that bed. I can’t sleep in that bed. Well, all right, if nobody wants that bed, I’ll take it. The one who never complained was Kick.

There’s been so much loss here on the Cape. A couple of days ago, Ted was out sailing when his gaze fell on the endless stretch of deep blue water where his nephew John F. Kennedy Jr.’s airplane disappeared into the sea. “You look out over that water and you see no-man’s-land, and it just is too…,” he starts to say, “it’s too powerful. And so that’s difficult.” This house, though, has been the shelter: the walls behind which the family grieved, laughed, exhaled. Being in the Big House, the heart of the Kennedy Compound, is like walking through a family photo album, suspended somewhere between the past and the present. You can almost hear Ted’s father, Joe, calling him to come downstairs to go to their farm to ride horses. Above him, the floors creaking, his brothers in the attic playing toy soldiers. His older siblings banging on the door of the bathroom they shared, shouting, Hurry up! Hurry up in there! His mother downstairs in the living room playing “Sweet Adeline” on the piano, the signal that it was time for dinner.

On the other end of the hallway, separated by a door, was where the revolving cast of staff slept: governesses who were like family, cooks, nurses. But the family didn’t spend much of their time upstairs—the rooms were cramped with small beds. The place to be was the first floor, which led out to the backyard and the ocean. While the second floor has been updated over the years, the first floor feels like stepping back in time.

There used to be two bedrooms on the first floor. Joe Jr., the firstborn son, the one who was supposed to go on to the greatest things, had the nicest one. Next to him in the smaller room was John, the second son who went by the name Jack. Their bedrooms were connected by a modest bathroom, which the boys shared. After Joe Jr. died in the war, his room was turned into a TV room during the big 1940s home renovation. But Jack’s room hasn’t changed for nearly a century: trim secretary desk in the corner, matching twin beds with carved wooden posts, floral, pleated bed skirts, and matching drapes, family pictures on the walls.

Ted still calls it The President’s Room.

Outside Jack’s room, there’s the living room, where the Pope’s sofa sits. Cardinal Pacelli visited the Kennedy family home in Bronxville, New York, in the 1930s and sat on that very sofa—he later became pope, so Ted’s mother, Rose Kennedy, brought it to Hyannis Port and proudly slapped a plaque on it so visitors would know a future pope had sat there. And there’s the black baby grand piano in the west corner covered with silver frames: Jack walking along the beach, and Rose in pearls. Next to the piano, Ted’s sister-in-law Jackie taught everyone in the family how to dance the Twist. Some things have changed—the living room walls were once a vivid kelly green and now they’re a crisp, modern white. But the bookshelves are still lined with inscribed copies of Finnegans Wake by James Joyce and The Collected Poems of Robert Frost. There’s Arthur Schlesingers’s A Thousand Days: John F. Kennedy in the White House peppered with Rose Kennedy’s marginalia, alongside creased copies of books by Mary Higgins Clark—this is a beach house, after all.

Through the living room there’s the sunroom. Over the wooden fireplace mantel hangs the 1790s gilt leaf and painted mirror that Ted’s parents brought back from Europe in 1932. In front of that mirror, the whole family had posed for their only group picture the day Jack was elected president. Tucked away in the corner of the first floor is the kitchen, which has barely changed since the 1940s—old cabinets painted white, nicks touched up over the years, and the big butcher block island where Ted used to swipe cookies set out to serve guests.

The hardwood floors on this level—oh, how Ted’s father had loved them—they still have each scratch and scuff, marks of the people who’ve passed through this house. Take a deep breath on this main floor and you breathe in the comforting old smell of wood mixed with a tinge of beachy moisture that all these old beach houses have. It smells like the first day of summer after a long, cool spring, like anticipation of the ten weeks ahead. That first day of the season, the first step into the house, you don’t really see the rooms at all. You don’t notice the Early American antiques, the reclaimed pine floors from the 1700s, the family photos that could fill a history book. What you see is that view of Nantucket Sound. Each window frame looks like it holds a watercolor—blue skies fading into blue water, white dunes, green lawn. The best views, though, are from the two rooms in the corner on the second floor: Ted’s parents’ rooms, which are connected by a deck. Over those weathered planks Joe and Rose could walk to visit each other without their kids, guests, and staff knowing. Ted’s father had the room at the very end of the hall with the picture windows. Now, there’s an elevator—put in after Joe’s stroke in 1961—that opens discreetly into that room and leads down to the first floor and the movie theater in the basement. It was in that upstairs bedroom where Joe Kennedy found out his second son had been gunned down in Dallas, where he learned his third son had been shot in California, where his youngest son told him that there’d been a terrible accident and that a young woman was dead. It was where Joe Kennedy took his last breath.

Today, Ted shares his father’s old room with his wife, Vicki. From there, Ted can see the sailboats holding up the blue sky as they bob with the wake, a hypnotic back-and-forth. He watches as a family of ospreys build a nest outside his window, each day adding twigs from the neighborhood, sometimes flying over with trash they’ve found to weave into it. Ted is so invested in the story of these birds. “Come look at the osprey!” he calls out to his family. His stepchildren humor him by coming to look. The ospreys return to the same nest summer after summer, each year adding more sticks and trash to make it stronger.

Next to Ted’s room is Mother’s Room. Long after Rose Kennedy died, this is still Mother’s Room. “This is where my mother lived for the last thirty, thirty-five years. And this is where she actually died… in this room,” Ted says, his big voice catching in his throat. “So this is a very… you know… a sort of a special room in the house. And it’s been difficult for many of my sisters… all of us. It has such memories, but it’s also… there’s new life and joy and…”

Ted has been thinking a lot lately about the past. He’s been thinking about his parents, his siblings. He doesn’t have many summers left here in the Big House.






CHAPTER ONE


The house was white, simple. It sat on about three acres at the end of a short dead-end street—no longer than a long driveway. It looked out onto endless Nantucket Sound. Immense and empty. Sitting on the stretch of sandy private beach at the edge of the property felt like being on a boat with no land in sight. There were no sounds of traffic, shops, or crowds. Just waves lapping on the shore. The house faced south to take advantage of the cool summer breeze and warm winter sun. To the left there was an old, craggy breakwater made of granite links slicing through the water—the spine of the half-moon harbor, protecting the land from waves, keeping the view peaceful, still, unchanged. The view from the wraparound porch of 50 Marchant Avenue was one of the best on Cape Cod.

The house was nice but by no means the nicest in town. The exterior was shingles painted a stark white, not the weathered natural gray favored by most of the Cape. There was no fence. No elaborate landscaping surrounding it. Nothing special about it at all, really. At least not from the outside. Other than that view. The house was built by a local, L. Frank Paine, who worked with his dad, Lucius K. Paine. Everyone in town knew the Paine men, who built sturdy homes—homes that would last. Frank Paine built the house at the end of Marchant Avenue in 1904 for a local named Beulah Malcolm. There’d been a different house on that lot before, but the whole thing was picked up and moved down the street, over to Irving Avenue, where another wealthy family used it as a guest house. Most of these old Cape houses were built right on the sand without foundation, making them easy to shift around as families expanded. Hyannis Port, a quiet neighborhood tucked into the curve of Cape Cod, is the kind of place where people named their second homes, which stayed in the family for generations. When the new house on Marchant Avenue was built, it was called Malcolm Cottage—until 1928, when Joseph P. Kennedy bought it and doubled its size. For the next century it was, simply, the Big House.



Joseph P. Kennedy drove a Rolls-Royce. Well, he was driven in it. He was tall with perfectly erect posture, handsome with square shoulders, and ginger-haired in the sunlight—and he was quick with a smile that crinkled his eyes. By the time he bought Malcolm Cottage, his main residence was in New York, but he still clung to his insouciant Boston drawl. He was married to Rose Fitzgerald, the daughter of John F. Fitzgerald, the former mayor of Boston better known as “Honey Fitz.” And, by the time Joe rolled into the Port, he’d made enough money in banking that he had his own chauffeur. There was already plenty of wealth in Hyannis Port when the Kennedys arrived—steel money flowed in from Pittsburgh early in the century. But people didn’t flaunt their wealth. They called their homes “cottages”; they were quick to say with a sneer that this wasn’t Newport. It wasn’t chichi Bar Harbor. So, people noticed when Joe Kennedy arrived in the back of his loud, flashy car. They’d look back and say that was the first thing they remembered about the Kennedys. You couldn’t help but notice Joe Kennedy, and he seemed to like being noticed.

Before the Rolls-Royce and the house with the view, Joe and Rose’s story began at the beach. They were from political Boston families, and their fathers knew each other. Joe’s father was born to Irish Catholic immigrants and had gone from owning bars in East Boston to a political career as a ward boss. The Kennedys and Fitzgeralds had enough money to summer somewhere other than the city, escaping the stifling and dusty streets of East Boston for breezy summer months on the coast of Maine with other powerful families. They rented cottages in Old Orchard, a beach community tucked between Kennebunkport and Cape Elizabeth. Rose and Joe were just kids when they were introduced at a picnic for Boston politicians when Rose was five and Joe seven. Years later, they fell in love at Old Orchard.

Rose’s father rented the prize house in the community, an impressive place called Bleak House overlooking Saco Bay, a small gulf on the Atlantic. Honey Fitz was at the center of social activity those summers. He loved nothing more than entertaining a crowd with his stories. He got such a kick out of himself that he often collapsed into a fit of laughter before getting to his punch line. Tears streamed down his round face as he gasped for air, his audience giggling, too, even if he couldn’t make it to the end of the tale. Slight with neatly middle-parted sandy hair, the mayor was driven around in his chauffeured car with his kids and their friends piled in the back with him. You could hear him coming from down the street, belting out “Sweet Adeline.” Those summers at the beach were working vacations—Honey Fitz began by taking the three o’clock train, which was full of Boston Irish heading to Old Orchard. After a few weeks of making the trek, he knew everyone on that train’s name, and everything about their families. Then, he took the four o’clock train for a few weeks. Same thing—he’d get to know each and every four o’clock passenger. Then it was the five o’clock train. By the end of the summer, he’d gotten to know dozens of people—potential voters in the next election.

Even with all that campaigning and socializing, Honey Fitz made time to swim in the ocean with his oldest daughter, a petite, dark-haired girl named Rose. While Rose and the rest of the kids played, her mother, Josie, the much more reserved half of the couple, sat on the porch with all the other mothers positioned just so, rocking back and forth, back and forth, watching their children play in the waves.

After they married in 1914, the Kennedys spent the first summers of their marriage trying to recapture those childhood memories. First, they explored the coast of Massachusetts looking for a place to spend July and August. By 1915, Rose’s parents had moved on from Old Orchard to Hull, a town on a peninsula at the southern edge of Boston Harbor, where they rented a rambling Victorian home on Nantasket Beach. Rose and Joe rented a smaller gray cottage nearby. It was there, at the cottage, where their first child, a blue-eyed, dimple-cheeked boy named for his father, was born. Joseph P. Kennedy Jr. was a delight to Honey Fitz, who’d paced the beach waiting for his first grandson’s arrival. Two years later, Rose and Joe’s second son was born. They named him John Fitzgerald Kennedy for his grandfather and called him Jack. Then, in 1918, came their first girl, Rosemary, named for her mother. Two more girls followed—Kick was born in 1920, and Eunice arrived in 1921.

The family of seven rented a two-story summer home in Cohasset, a more upscale resort town. Joe, Jack, and Rosemary waded into the calm water of the Massachusetts Bay, learning to maneuver the small but steady rowboats they rented from the beach vendors. They were so little, you couldn’t see their heads. It looked from shore as if the boats were empty.

Their grandfather Honey Fitz splashed around with the children while their father, clad in full work attire despite the heat, watched from a distance. Joe Jr., by then already an adventurous and scrappy kid, saw the wind take the bigger boats with their crisp white sails farther and farther away from the safety of the shore. He was determined to learn himself.

The summer of 1922, Joe, who was ready to establish a home base for Rose and the kids, applied to be a member of the Cohasset Golf Club. There should have been no question that Joe would be admitted to the club. After all, by then he was making a name for himself in the Boston banking world. Cohasset, however, was the home of the Protestant elite and the Kennedys were Irish Catholic—rare at the exclusive golf club. There were a few, including Joe’s close friend and assistant Eddie Moore. But the club’s election committee delayed making a ruling on Joe’s application. As June faded into July and then August, Joe never heard back. The board didn’t even dignify the application with a rejection.

“It was petty and cruel,” said Ralph Lowell, one of Joe’s associates. “The women of Cohasset looked down on the daughter of Honey Fitz, and who was Joe Kennedy but the son of Pat, the barkeeper?”

Still, the family continued to rent in Cohasset while they explored the rest of the coastline, looking for a more permanent place where they’d be accepted. Cohasset was an easy drive to Joe’s family summer home in Sagamore, in the pit of Cape Cod’s arm, so Rose, Joe, and their young kids shuttled back and forth, making their way farther along the Cape.

In June 1923, the family made the drive south to the Cape’s elbow to celebrate Rose’s birthday. The men golfed at the stately Wianno Club right on the water in Osterville. Rose and the women spent their day shopping in Hyannis.



The next summer, the family rented a home down the road from Hyannis’s Main Street. Tucked just south of Hyannis was the neighborhood of Hyannis Port. You had to know where you were going to find Hyannis Port. No main roads passed through. Kids ran from lawn to lawn barefoot, cutting through the neighbors’ freshly cut grass to meet up at the narrow wooden pier right in the middle of the village, where sailboats launched off into Nantucket Sound. The waters were so shallow that splashing children stayed waist-deep and local sailors memorized where the biggest rocks were beneath the clear surface. The shoreline was almost always still thanks to the 1,100-foot-long breakwater that had been built in 1826 and reached out toward the private spit of land across the way called Great Island. In the summer, the water was just right—warmer than the north side of the Cape. On a sunny day, groups picnicked on the breakwater while kids dove off it.

To the left of the breakwater was the only public beach in the village, to the right was a stately mansion with carved columns, like a smaller version of the White House. That was the Taggarts’ place, built in 1911 by Indianapolis mayor and chair of the Democratic Party Thomas Taggart. Next to that sat Malcolm Cottage.

When Joe rented the cottage the summers of 1924 and 1925, it was really for Rose and the children. He was at a critical point in his career, having decided a few months earlier to move from banking to the film business by bidding on the movie company Film Booking Offices of America, or FBO. He spent most of the summer of 1925 preparing for the proposal. In August, he ended his summer early to sail from New York City to London, where he’d make his official $1 million offer.

A letter for Rose arrived at the little Hyannis Port post office from Joe: “I know it’s terrible to tell you in every letter how homesick I am but it is terrible. I can’t seem to shake it off at all. I think of you and the children all the time and almost go silly.”

As the blooms began to burn off in the late-summer heat, the air was humid and thick with mosquitos. Along the beach, groans of “Pesky skeeters!” were followed by slaps of the skin to squash the pests. In the weeks before it was time for Rose to return the family to Boston, eight-year-old Jack was confident enough to sail with two friends, neighbors Rhona and William Brown, out into Hyannis Harbor. One minute they were maneuvering the sail, using a gust to take them farther from shore. The next, they’d capsized.

Fortunately, neighbors George Davis and Walter Wright spotted the kids kicking and gasping to keep their heads above water and jumped into a tender to come to their aid. The next day, August 13, the local newspaper the Hyannis Patriot landed on lawns with an account of the rescue. The story’s last line was “It was a close call.”

The next summer, Jack signed up for swimming lessons.

In February 1926, Joe finalized the deal to buy FBO, officially becoming a movie man. That summer, he’d be traveling back and forth from the Cape to New York and California. But he rented Malcolm Cottage again for Rose, the kids, and his father, who was spending more time with the family after the death of Joe’s mother. Joe Jr., however, wouldn’t be joining his now seven siblings. The Kennedys had added another girl to the family, Patricia, and a third boy, Robert, whom they called Bobby. Joe Jr. was eleven, which Rose decided was old enough to be sent to summer camp in New Hampshire. Each child would have a summer away from the beach when they were old enough. They’d learn about nature and camping, and it would lighten the load back in Hyannis Port.

“This turned out to be one of my least successful ventures in child rearing,” Rose would later reflect. “Most of the older ones went, as I recall, for short times but didn’t really care for the experience at all and said loudly and clearly they would rather have been at home with the family in Hyannis Port.”



After a few summers renting in Hyannis Port, Joe started to think about buying. He looked in Oyster Harbors, with its grand estates on sprawling plots of land, down the street in the ritzier village of Osterville. But it reminded him of Cohasset, where his family had been so unwelcome. He surveyed his neighbors, trying to figure out the best home he could buy in Hyannis Port—for the best deal. He was renting the family’s primary residence in Riverdale, a New York City suburb, after selling their Boston home to be closer to his movie studio’s Manhattan office. He hated the thought of paying off someone else’s mortgage, and he was doing it on two homes. He asked his neighbor James Woodward, who’d just moved to the Port, what was for sale. Joe had his eye on the biggest house on the water: the Taggart house with its impressive columns framing the front. But the yard wasn’t very big—not enough open space for the kids to run around or play sports. And Rose liked Malcolm Cottage, the house they’d been renting the last few summers, where she could sit on the porch and watch the children play on the lawn, like her mother had done when she was a kid.

“I can buy this place for $25,000,” he told Woodward about Malcolm Cottage. “I was just interested to see if you could do better.”

“I don’t think I can do any better,” Woodward answered, “and I don’t think you can do any better.”

In November 1928, the Kennedys purchased Malcolm Cottage. They went right to work on plans to expand, making it big enough for their still-growing family. They brought on L. Frank Paine, the man who’d built it in 1904, to create an addition that would double the size of the house to twenty-one rooms, including twelve bedrooms, a steam room, and a theater in the basement. While most of the homes in the Port sat quiet and empty in January 1929, 50 Marchant Avenue was full of work crews as new walls began going up. The day after Paine broke ground, the Kennedys set off for a long European vacation. By the time the family returned, the addition on the east side was nearly done—three new bedrooms upstairs and a couple more rooms downstairs, plus a dazzling new sunroom. But Joe decided a plain old motion picture machine in the home’s bottom-floor movie theater just wouldn’t do. He was a movie man now, his name appearing on the posters of the pictures FBO produced. He called a radio engineer from the Radio Corporation of America who visited the house and determined that the latest, state-of-the-art technology could be installed for $15,000. They just had to figure out how to make the RCA Photophone—which was meant for public theaters, not basements—work.

In June, neighbors arriving back at their summer homes noticed a van with a crew of workers and an enormous roll of special two-inch cables in the circular driveway at the end of Marchant Avenue. As the Kennedy kids wrapped up their semesters at boarding school, the finishing touches were put on the home theater, the first of its kind in New England. Facing the screen where the movies would be projected in the small, dark room were about two dozen fixed chairs with iron legs and, also, fold-down wooden seats. Cumulatively, the setup could comfortably seat forty, but if Marchant Avenue moviegoers really squeezed into the aisles, they could fit as many as fifty. There was a simple mural of shoppers in Paris on one of the walls. Once the Kennedys were all moved in, with their furniture and decorations collected from their trips to Europe, the family hosted movie night three or four times a week, inviting their staff and the kids’ friends. Thanks to Joe’s connections, they got movie reels before they were released to the public.



Hyannis Port has its own post office, so it’s sometimes mistakenly referred to as a village, but it’s just a small dead-end neighborhood in the village of Hyannis. Hyannis is one of the seven villages of Barnstable—the others are Centerville, Osterville, Cotuit, Marstons Mills, Barnstable, and West Barnstable. The Port, as locals call it, is just over nine square miles with the post office smack in the middle. The post office, which was smaller than most cottages in the village, was attached to a little store called the News Shop that sold newspapers for five cents, coffee, penny candy, and homemade ice cream. When the Kennedy kids turned five, they earned a weekly allowance of ten cents. Like most other Port kids, they went straight to the News Shop to spend their money on the colorful assortment of sweets lining the walls. In the 1920s, there was just one hotel in town, The Gables, which had a nice pool that local kids would sneak into. The other two Port hotels had burned down in freak back-to-back Labor Day accidents—one in 1905, the other in 1909. Sally Fowler’s Shop, which sold knickknacks and whatnots, sat across from the News Shop. The public beach, smaller than most homes’ private beaches, was just down the street from the post office. Next to the beach was the Hyannis Port Yacht Club, though when the Kennedys moved into town in the 1920s the yacht club hadn’t been functioning for years.

In the summer months only two Port churches stood open. There was the little Union Chapel just down the street from the Kennedy house, and perched high on a hill overlooking the neighborhood was St. Andrews By-the-Sea, the Episcopal church. Up that hill, there was the Hyannisport Club, where Joe Kennedy was accepted upon the family’s move to town. The golf course, which had always been a fine course, was in the midst of a massive renovation that would turn it into a great—and competitive—one. Around the corner from the golf club, the West Beach Club sat facing Nantucket Sound. A modest building with wood-paneled walls and wide, creaky floorboards, the private club served as a hangout for the local families who paid for a membership. The big event of the week was the Wednesday picnic—Wednesday because that’s when most families gave their cooks the night off.

And that was about it for the Port. Houses, private clubs, a few churches, and a couple of shops. Hyannis was the Port’s much more populated neighbor. The Hyannis Main Street lights shone so bright that on an overcast night, they reflected off the clouds lighting up Hyannis Port. There were big stores like Megathlin’s drugstore, and the Idle Hour Theatre. The Hyannis downtown smelled of sweet berries, which Colonial Candle of Cape Cod on Main Street boiled down to make its souvenir candles. Around the corner from the candle factory sat St. Francis Xavier, the white-columned Catholic church that the Kennedys attended every Sunday morning. They piled into a couple of cars to get to church two miles away—but Rose always went alone.



The streets of Hyannis Port teemed with children. On nice afternoons, kids in the neighborhood ran down Marchant Avenue to get to the Big House in time for kickoff—it was widely agreed that the Kennedy yard was best suited for touch football, flat and long. There were the Keavy boys who lived across from the post office, who were about the same age as Jack and Bobby and just as competitive and athletic. And there were the Bell boys up by the fire station on Scudder Avenue. The Bells were Irish Catholic year-rounders with five kids about the same age as the Kennedy children—their dad was an engineer and their mom did ironing for the families in town. One afternoon, Bobby went to get his best friend, Jack Bell, for a game of football. Jack told Bobby he couldn’t come to play—his father said he had to mow the lawn. Bobby left. Then he came back a few minutes later in the back of his chauffeured car. The driver hopped out with their family’s big power mower to finish the job more quickly than Bell ever could with his dinky sickle bar mower.

The girls didn’t usually play football. Eunice cut across the lawns along Marchant Avenue to get over to Irving Avenue, the street just before hers, to play dolls with Tish Mumford in the yard. Kick made fast friends with the bubbly, dark-haired, bright-eyed neighbor girl directly across the street, Nancy Tenney—in spite of her parents’ attitude toward the Kennedys. The Tenneys came from old Boston banking money, and Nancy’s father made clear his disdain for the new-money Irish Catholics next door. Rockwell Tenney’s credo was “Good fences make good neighbors,” so a tall white one went up when they built their house next door in 1929. But Kick and Nancy, or “Ken and Ten” as they referred to each other, met up to swim in the ocean that connected their backyards beyond the fence. After dinner, they met up again, playing until nine or until they heard Rose yell out, “Kathleeeeen!” At night, they weren’t allowed to use the phone, so they connected a long string from Kick’s window above the Kennedy front porch to Nancy’s bedroom window, using a basket to pass notes back and forth until their eyelids got too heavy. Thursday nights were Kick’s favorite because she got to go over to the Tenney house for dinner, and the girls stayed up late to eat cereal with cream on it in the kitchen. Then they did jigsaw puzzles while everyone else went to sleep.

On Sunday mornings, Nancy stood at the end of her driveway to catch a ride with the Kennedys to church—she was Episcopalian but Eunice, who was also friends with Nancy, was always encouraging her to become a Catholic. The children all filed into the pews with their perfectly combed hair, the boys in navy sweaters, the girls in navy dress coats with matching shoes and purses. It was the one morning a week the kids weren’t salt-soaked from the ocean, dirty from the lawn. Rockwell Tenney waited at the end of his driveway for Nancy to come home. “Where were you?” he asked, irritation showing. “With those mackerel snatchers again?” He never hid his disdain for Catholicism.



When Joe Jr. was around, Rudy Vallee’s or Fred Waring’s voice echoed from his record player over the noise of his siblings—there was another girl by now, Jean. But Joe Jr. also had a life in the Port away from the Big House—many of his friends from Brookline or from boarding school had summer homes in Hyannis Port. For the rich, New England was a small world. When he could, Joe Jr. took off with the other teenagers. There was Whitney Wright, a boarding school friend, whose family had long ties to the Port. Whitney’s father, Walter, was one of the first people the Kennedys had met a few years earlier, when he saved Jack from drowning. The Wrights, who owned a Boston wool business, bought their waterfront home from a Johns Hopkins professor. They were snobs who didn’t think much of the Kennedys—with their loud children pouring out of the house. Still, despite what parents might say about neighbors over the dinner table, kids of the same age banded together when they were in the Port. Joe Jr. walked over to Ocean Avenue, passing by Keyes Beach, to get to the Wright house. Whitney and Joe Jr. hung out with two other locals, Bert Ellis and Bobby Fogan, and the four boys formed a club they called BoBeWiJo. They filled their days with chatter about what school would be like in the fall or by preparing for school sports by working out, playing football, and digging holes in the sand behind Joe Jr.’s house. Their other project was redecking the small, twelve-by-ten-foot boathouse on the Wright property. At the end of the day, they sized up their progress then decided what to do before it was time to go home and clean up for dinner. It was Joe Jr. who usually persuaded the group to come to his house—he was the ringleader. His younger siblings watched the teenagers through the windows, not daring to disturb him for fear of his wrath later. The boys hung out in the backyard or on the beach behind the house, their shadows long as the sun began to set, while Joe Jr. went inside to get them drinks. Usually, he offered water instead of ginger ale because, he said, soda was expensive and led to flatulence.

Like his parents, Joe Jr. fell in love for the first time at the beach. When he was thirteen, the oldest Kennedy child was already tall with square shoulders and a sardonic half smile that crinkled his eyes, just like his dad. The summer of ’28, there was a girl a year his senior in town visiting family friends. Her name was Eleanor Leavens, and she was fourteen with dark hair, bright blue eyes, and a hearty laugh. Joe Jr. and Eleanor met right around the corner from his house on the pier that ran alongside the breakwater and served as the Port’s social center. On a nice day, kids knew that, if they rode their bikes to the pier, they’d run into someone they could hang out with. On that clear summer day, Joe Jr. walked over to the pier to find a girl about his age he’d never noticed before. She stood next to a boy, her host’s son, who it was assumed would act as her date. Joe Jr. could barely see her face because she was hunched over, staring into the sea, frantic, drawing in sharp breaths.

“What’s going on?” Joe Jr. asked. Eleanor had dropped her ring in the water, she explained breathlessly.

“Go sailing with him,” Joe Jr. told Eleanor, gesturing at the other boy, as he began to undress. “I’ll dive for it.”

Eleanor went off with her date but not before noticing Joe Jr.’s bare white bottom beneath the water as he scanned the shallow water for her ring. Joe Jr. never did find it, but Eleanor accepted his offer to go sailing with him the next time.

After four trips out on his Wianno Junior sailboat, Eleanor and her mother left town. It wasn’t much of a courtship, but it meant something to Joe Jr. After Eleanor left, he sulked around the house, uninterested in anything—even sailing—and became even more short-tempered than usual with his siblings. That fall, he wrote to Eleanor, “I have been thinking about you ever since you went away. I was going to kiss you goodbye but you didn’t give me any encouragement when I see you I will if you don’t mind. Really I love you a lot.”



Joe Jr. could be charming. He was smart. But he was also a bully. He was once described as the kind of kid who wouldn’t “leave an unprotected shin unkicked.” And nobody was on the receiving end of his violence more than Jack, who, at two years younger, was the sibling closest in age. In contrast to Joe Jr., Jack was slight and sickly. The rule was that when you were late for lunch, you missed your meal. But when Jack was late—and he was always late—he snuck into the kitchen to charm the cook into slipping him a pile of leftovers. “I knew what he was doing. And he knew that I knew,” his mother, Rose, said. “But I let him get away with it, despite my theoretically inflexible rule, because he was so skinny I felt he needed the nourishment more than the discipline.” So, physically, Joe Jr. and Jack were unevenly matched. When they raced around the block in opposite directions, colliding face-on, it was Jack who wound up with twenty-eight stitches. Joe Jr. was unscathed.

One day Eunice sat with her older sister Rosemary and younger brother Bobby on the staircase watching their older brothers roll around the living room. The trio’s eyes were wide as they looked through the banister’s uprights to see Joe Jr. land punch after punch, Jack trying to wiggle away, legs kicking in the air. The rest of the kids stayed out of it when they went after each other like this. Nobody wanted to catch a stray punch, first of all, but they also knew Jack usually managed to hold his own, figuring out a way to break free. There was always some reason for Joe Jr. to beat the crap out of his brother, but that day’s fight had started nearly a week before when Jack mistakenly took his older brother’s swimsuit. Jack hadn’t taken the time to look at the name on the tag, which was Rose’s method for keeping the kids’ matching outfits in order. How else was she to keep an eye on all those kids out in the ocean if not for identical bathing caps and suits at the West Beach Club? When Joe Jr. looked in his drawer and realized his suit was missing, his blue eyes narrowed as he stormed into Jack’s room to see the trunks sagging on Jack’s thin frame. He erupted.

“Jack just made a mistake,” Rose told her older son, putting herself between them. “It won’t happen again. Just calm down.”

Joe Jr. knew better than not to listen to his mother. The boys separated and traded suits. But four days later, the same mistake happened again, and this time Rose wasn’t there to diffuse the situation. As soon as Joe Jr. saw Jack in the swimsuit, he took off after him. Jack jumped over the stairs, weaving through the furniture and out to the lawn. He made it to the breakwater, crawling up while glancing behind him, stepping gingerly from stone to slippery stone. He turned one more time to see his brother gaining on him.

They both stopped cold when they heard a voice yell, “Stop that!”

It was their father’s friend Eddie Moore.

“You two get yourselves back here!” he bellowed. “Right now!”

Sheepishly, they made their way back to the house. It wasn’t until Moore was gone that they had it out on the living room floor.

Sometimes, the boys played together nicely. They liked to climb up to the attic on rainy days, away from all the little kids, so they could spread their toy soldiers across the floor and let the figurines battle. But as Jack got older and more confident, he did things to intentionally get under Joe Jr.’s skin. Joe Jr. may have been big and brash like their father, but Jack took after their grandfather Honey Fitz with his cunning and cleverness. Jack knew Joe Jr.’s favorite part of the day was devouring cook Margaret’s chocolate pie. The oldest Kennedy boy would sneak into the kitchen before dinner to request his slice and place it next to his plate, so he could anticipate and admire it for the entire meal. This evening, Jack knew it was time for his revenge on his older brother.

When Joe Jr.’s glance drifted from the sweet, sweating slice, Jack, with a sly smile, swiped the plate and, in one seamless movement, shoved the whole thing into his mouth as he took off in a sprint. Jack, covered in chocolate, ran straight to the breakwater. This time, Joe Jr. didn’t follow. He just waited. Seething. Standing on the shore, he watched the still waters, protected by the large stones. Jack took a dive, his slim body piercing the surface, which silently rippled as he held his breath under the water. Joe Jr. waited until his brother’s head emerged, gasping for air as he bobbed up and down. Then Joe Jr. went after him, the two wrestling while the rest of the family looked on from the lawn.



Rose mostly kept to herself. She and Joe rarely socialized with their neighbors, and she had no interest in entertaining. They only invited their very closest Boston or Bronxville friends to the Cape. Joe’s good friend, Joseph Timilty—when he was appointed Boston police commissioner in 1936, they just called him the Commish—journeyed to the Cape once in a while. Joe wasn’t one for dancing, so Timilty would take out Rose, who got dressed to the nines for a night of dancing at the Wianno Club. But mostly, their house was very much a family home—Rose wanted it to be a place where the children were comfortable, where they could be together in summers away from school. It was the longest stretch of the year where they were all in one place.

The kids had their friends and fought like all siblings do, but most of the time they preferred playing with each other. Neighbors noticed that the eight Kennedy kids cheered for each other louder than for anyone else, and they were always hugging and kissing. “No matter what anyone else had done, the Kennedy children always praised each other’s accomplishments to the skies,” said one observer. “While it was amusing and touching for a time, it got to be rather tiresome after a while.”

Rose was particularly uninterested in getting to know the other women in the neighborhood. Her days were full with Mass and her children, and her husband when he was there. And for herself, when she had a spare moment to steal away. She didn’t like being out on the water, but she had a little prefabricated hut built on the edge of the property, overlooking the sea, which was just for her. She loved her large family, but motherhood sometimes overwhelmed her. There was nowhere in that big house that was completely quiet, where she could breathe, be with her own thoughts. There was always someone knocking on the door, someone who needed something from her. “It’s solitary confinement not splendor I need,” she once said. “Any mother will know what I mean.” She went out to her little hut to sit and think, or read, or pray.

Some of the women in the Port separately went over to welcome the family after they moved in, only to be met with a cold stare from Rose or a brush-off from someone working for her. Neighbor Madelaine Blackburn told writer Laurence Leamer about trying to get to know Rose. One afternoon, Blackburn made her way down Marchant Avenue and knocked on the front door.

“I live right down the street,” Blackburn said brightly to a maid who looked at her from the other side of the threshold, “and I’m here to say hello to Mrs. Kennedy.”

After a few seconds of silence, the housekeeper asked, “Do you have an appointment to see Mrs. Kennedy?”

“Have a what?”

“An appointment.”

“No,” Blackburn said, “of course not.”

“I’ll get Mrs. Kennedy’s secretary if you would like to make an appointment to meet with her.”

As she turned on her heel back down the steps, Blackburn said under her breath, “The hell with that, I’m not going to bother these people.”



Everyone was in Hyannis Port that first weekend of August 1929. The streets were full of kids riding their bikes, the beaches packed with sunbathers. The church in Hyannis was so crowded an extra tray was brought out to administer Communion. So, when a Sikorsky amphibious plane landed on the ocean behind the Kennedy house, it had an audience. Those with houses on the water fetched their binoculars and pressed their faces against their windows. A line formed along the beach’s edge to see who on earth was making such a grand entrance. A petite woman barely five feet and a hundred pounds, her wide eyes lined with heavy makeup and displaying a perfectly black beauty mark on her chin, stepped carefully from the plane to a boat then onto the pier and over to Marchant Avenue. “Gloria Swanson,” gawkers on the beach said to one another, as if the person next to them didn’t know. Swanson was one of the biggest stars in the world. It was nearly impossible to go to the movie theater to see a silent film in which she wasn’t the star. She epitomized Hollywood glamour and glitz, always pictured draped in pearls and silk gowns. There was no mistaking Gloria Swanson. The Port was a place for holey sweaters and bare feet, not celebrities or glamour. But here was Gloria Swanson and her friends—in the Port! Visiting the new family in town.

Swanson and Joe Kennedy had met when his studio tried to recruit her for its pictures. Joe soon took on a role managing her and overseeing her finances. She was already successful, but he thought she needed more prestigious roles to elevate her reputation and his film studio along with it. He told her over and over that he wanted to create important films. She would be his important star. Then, in January 1928, they had sex. Their affair became an open secret in Hollywood—and Swanson would later confirm the relationship in her autobiography, as would a biography of Joe written by David Nasaw. When Swanson came to Hyannis Port that hot August weekend, they’d been sleeping together for more than a year.

Like Joe, Swanson was married with children. When Joe was away from the Cape, he was often with Swanson at the villa he rented for her so they could be together when he was in California. He was infatuated, bringing her on family trips, and now—to his family’s home. Rose’s father, Honey Fitz, had had public affairs, including an explosive relationship that ended his political career and humiliated his wife, Josie. Rose never talked about Joe’s unfaithfulness, but it was assumed the couple had some sort of unspoken agreement—that Joe not flaunt it, that he not embarrass her and the family. But here was Swanson in their family’s most sacred place, their new neighbors watching and whispering.

Rose treated Swanson like any other work colleague of her husband’s: cordially, politely. Joe showered Swanson with his attention and charm even in front of his wife, but Rose never let on if she was jealous. Swanson strode along the beach and visited with the Kennedy kids. She even signed her name on the wall next to the movie posters hung in the clubhouse above the garage where Kick and her friends Nancy Tenney and Mary Frances “Sancy” Falvey held meetings for their movie club.

“I was told if I wanted to be in the club, that I had to be in the Gloria Swanson club,” said Nancy Tenney. “And I said, ‘What other club is there?’ And they said, ‘Well, Constance Bennett,’ and I said, ‘but I want to be in the Constance Bennett club.’ I couldn’t because they were in the Constance Bennett club so I had to be in the Gloria Swanson club.”

Swanson was expected to end her weekend trip with a Hyannis airport departure, and indeed, her group of friends arrived at the airport laughing and carrying on. Swanson wasn’t with them, though. She’d changed her mind. She and Joe left quietly with another friend of hers by train.

Swanson would later write that her romantic relationship with Joe ended the following year. But for summers to come, neighbors whispered that when Rose left for one of her shopping trips to Europe, a chauffeur-driven Duesenberg would roll up the driveway in front of the Big House. Gloria’s Duesenberg, they assumed.



When August turns into September, the sun sets earlier, the air cools, and the crowds begin to thin. In September 1929, Rose and Joe left for their trip to Europe, and the kids stayed back before returning to their various boarding schools. It was their grandparents’ fortieth wedding anniversary.

To celebrate, Honey Fitz and Josie spent their day swimming at Craigville Beach, the sprawling public beach between Hyannis and Osterville. Then they had their grandchildren and some friends over to their rental in West Hyannisport—a part of town with homes more modest than where Rose and Joe lived. After dinner, everyone went back to the house on Marchant Avenue for a movie in the basement theater. Honey Fitz spent a lot of his time over on Marchant Avenue with his grandkids and their neighbor and his friend, Thomas Taggart, the former senator. Honey Fitz loved nothing more than regaling a captive audience, and that night he went on about the beauty and uniqueness of Cape Cod. Hyannis Port—and the Cape in general—was no hidden gem by this point. Rapid development early in the century was increasingly luring tourists to the small Cape communities. A Boston news columnist had recently railed about the “Floridization of Cape Cod.” But with the perfect sailing conditions, calm shores, a scattering of freshwater ponds, and summers that were never too hot or too cold, there were more tourism dollars to be had, Honey Fitz believed.

“The right kind of publicity would bring the whole country here!” the diminutive former mayor proclaimed over dinner. It was often a crisp seventy degrees at Craigville Beach in the summer, which he believed was the absolute ideal temperature. What more could a person need?

The party ended. The Fitzgeralds went back to Boston. The Kennedy kids returned to their private schools. The house on Marchant Avenue sat quiet, dark, and empty. Most of the houses in the Port were second homes, with a scattering of year-rounders who stayed after the leaves changed.

Then came October 29, 1929. The stock market saw the worst crash it had ever seen. The plummet would spin into a depression, changing the country forever. Longtime residents of the Cape held their breath, waiting to see what it would mean for these little communities bloomed from wealth. Of course, there were bigger, much more important questions, but for the Port the question was: What would happen next summer?






CHAPTER TWO


On a summer Friday afternoon, Joe Kennedy’s chauffeur drove through Whitman, Massachusetts, and slowed as the vehicle approached a big white sign with a soldier pointing to a white Cape Cod–style building. It was Joe’s tradition to stop on the way to the Cape at the Toll House Inn, a restaurant owned by his friends Ruth and Kenneth Wakefield, which reputedly had the best desserts in Massachusetts. Joe started his meal with the French onion soup and ended with decadent Boston cream pie—the Wakefields made sure Joe was served a double-sized slice and sent him home with boxes full of cookies and cakes to bring to the kids. Before he left, Joe went to the kitchen to visit the staff before getting back in the car.

Joe Kennedy had been some combination of strategic and lucky before the catastrophic stock market crash. He’d moved his investments around and stepped away from Hollywood after a three-and-a-half-year run. With money sunk into his new homes in Bronxville and Hyannis Port and healthy trust funds established for the children, Joe had created a level of financial security for his family that contrasted with that of nearly everyone else in the country who faced devastation and ruin. While houses around the country were being foreclosed on, Joe prepared to buy a third home to be used as the family’s winter residence: a mansion in Palm Beach, Florida, grander than the house on the Cape. And he hired the renowned Olmsteds—the family that designed Manhattan’s Central Park—to overhaul the landscape for the Big House.

In Hyannis Port, life went on, too. The long-planned renovation of the Hyannisport Club, the golf club up the hill from the Kennedys, stalled briefly—memberships were down, fewer people were using the greens and the tennis courts. Club fees were reduced to encourage members not to quit. But the club quickly made up for the diminished fees with donations from other members, like Joe Kennedy. The club was doing well enough by late 1930 to buy up nearly forty more acres of Hyannis Port land west of the sixth hole. It was now an impressive 140 acres for golf: a manicured course framed by swampy wetlands set above the rest of the Port.

In Hyannis, the summer kicked off in early June with the largest gathering Main Street had ever seen for the annual Odd Fellows Parade. It was the start of the Great Depression, but summer homes were filled, and people still came to Hyannis from across the Cape to celebrate. A reporter for the local paper the Hyannis Patriot noted, “Hyannis never looked better.”

The same could be said for Rose and Joe’s relationship. Done with Hollywood, Joe was spending more time at home with his family than he had in years. Rose would later look back on this time as “a golden interval” in their lives. She and her husband began playing golf together at the beautiful renovated course up the hill. They thumbed through antiques catalogs, noting Early American antiques they wanted to bid on to decorate their home on the Cape. They went for long walks, hand in hand—just as in their relationship’s early days. Sunday afternoons were theirs. They set off down the driveway, up Marchant, into town, talking about the children, their lives, everything. Sometimes the kids trailed behind, but eventually they gave up trying to catch up to their parents, who’d walk too fast and too far. After dinner, Rose and Joe sat on the far end of the porch wrapped in blankets while symphonies softly played on the record player. Out on the lawn in front of them, knives of light sliced through the yard, and giggles and shrieks echoed off the placid water. One of the kids’ favorite games to play on nice summer nights was “Murder,” which was their version of flashlight tag. When the kids were finally in their beds, Rose and Joe went for one last walk through the dark.

The acute focus that had made Joe a successful businessman was aimed squarely on his family now that he was home so often. He didn’t know what he’d do next in his career, and he had enough money to take his time figuring it out. He sat on the balcony that connected his and Rose’s rooms. He had a phone line set up out there, and a comfortable chair where he could recline and conduct business calls while sunning himself. His bellowing commands to whoever was on the other end of the line reverberated from the second-floor balcony out across the lawn, out to sea, where the kids could hear him as they played along the shoreline. There was no one else in town quite like Joe Kennedy.

“We would sit in our house and look at that big Kennedy house and know that somebody in that big house was going to be president of the United States,” Nancy Tenney said. With a grandfather who’d served as mayor of Boston, and a father whose ambitions knew no limit, the Kennedy children saw nothing but a bright future. “We didn’t know whether it was going to be Big Joe or Little Joe or Jack, but we knew it was going to be somebody in there.”

Joe’s intensity had always been dispensed in small doses—he’d come home for a weekend and suck up all the energy with his stories and his expectations for the children. But now, he was always there. And he seemed to be everywhere.

There was Joe standing in the hall to make sure the kids’ fingernails were clean before they left the house in the morning. He stood in the yard wearing his dress shoes watching their swimming lessons. He was on the sidelines for their tennis matches on the court he’d had built in the backyard’s east corner. When the older kids went sailing, Joe was right behind them in the water, puttering along in his motorboat. (He wasn’t a sailor.) He’d always expected excellence from his children but now he was trailing a few feet behind shouting out their mistakes. “Coming in second was just no good,” said Eunice, his fifth child.

There was Joe in his swim trunks out on the balcony attached to his room looking out on the harbor with his book in his lap, listening to his kids below on the wraparound porch whispering and gossiping about what they’d done on the weekends with their friends at boarding school. They never realized their father, up on his perch, could hear every conversation. “So,” Joe said, clearing his throat over lunch the next day, “my spies in New York tell me they saw some of you kids at the nightclubs down there. Is that true?” They all looked at one another around the table, eyes wide. How did he know? It would be years before some of the girls happened to be up on their father’s deck and realized he could hear everything that was being said down below. Jack, though, knew to be careful when his father was up there keeping watch. When he and his friend Jack Bell from up on Scudder Avenue took their dry, folded sails out to the boats, they carefully tucked a bag of beer under them so Joe, from his spot above, wouldn’t see them sneaking it.

And there was Joe in his special chair in the movie theater basement. He was done with Hollywood, but he was still able to work his film studio connections to secure early copies of movies like Dumbo and Snow White. Sometimes the invited audience was just family and staff—family in the front, staff in the back—other nights the kids invited their friends from the neighborhood. Joe invited the pretty girls to come sit up front next to him. But they whispered to each other not to accept the invitation, because “Big Joe,” as he was called, liked to pinch the girls who sat next to him.

“My friend Sancy was cute and blonde, and he’d say, Sancy, how nice to see you, come sit with me, and she’d roll her eyes,” Nancy Tenney said. “He leans over this way so she has to lean this way. I never sat next to him—I was like one of the children.”

Other times, Nancy noticed there were women down in the cellar for the movie night whom she hadn’t seen around the house during the day—it was her guess that they’d come down from Boston. Rose, though, was rarely down there for movies. After the lights went out, the movie started rolling with someone on the Kennedy staff running the projector. Many of the films were from Joe’s studio, so he stopped the film with a button next to his chair to interject little behind-the-scenes tidbits. And as soon as a couple on-screen started holding hands, Joe shouted, “Teddy! Teddy! Teddy, I think it’s time for you to go to bed.”

“Jean!” he shouted to the second-youngest when there was kissing. “Jean! You’ve got to go up to bed.”



Just down the street from Marchant Avenue there was a tiny building that had once been home to the Hyannis Port Yacht Club. The building sat empty for years, just an abandoned hut at the end of the pier everyone in the Port walked down, often to catch a motorboat. From there they’d shuttle over to their sailboats anchored offshore. But in 1932, a few summer residents decided to raise money to fix up the club and get it going again.

With excitement for sailing rising in the neighborhood that summer, Joe decided it was time for his boys to have a real, competitive sailboat. A Wianno Senior. He went over to the neighboring town of Osterville to see what was available at the Crosby Yacht building, where the Crosbys, a longtime Cape family, built the impressive Wianno sailboats that filled Nantucket Sound. Anyone who wanted to compete in the many one-design races in the area needed to have a Wianno Senior—no other boats were allowed to compete so that each sailor was evenly matched. The Kennedy kids had been sailing on the smaller version—the sixteen-foot Wianno Junior. They had two Juniors—the first was named Tenovus, for the ten Kennedys. After their ninth child, Teddy, was born in 1932, they bought another and called it Onemore. But Joe Jr., Jack, and Eunice—the most competitive sailors in the family—were ready for the big leagues. Their friends, like Whitney Wright, already had the bigger boat to compete in the bigger races. The Kennedys needed a Senior.

In the Crosby Yacht yard that afternoon sat a boat labeled number 94: a sleek Senior that had been made on spec. Like the ninety-three Seniors made before it, the boat had a white oak frame, sturdy cypress planks, and a rich mahogany tiller. It was twenty-five feet long overall. Sturdy. It had a keel centerboard, suited for the shallow, sometimes choppy south side of the Cape. In the water, it was steady, slicing through waves gracefully without slapping the surface. Joe bought it on the spot for Jack’s fifteenth birthday. Jack named it Victura, “about to conquer.”

Jack shared the boat with Joe Jr., and they were out on the water behind the house whenever the wind was above five knots. After returning to shore, they carried their soaked sails up the stairs to the attic. Up in the attic, you could see where the old house ended—the boys walked across the house’s original shingle roof to get to the beams where they’d nailed pins and hooks on the support beams overhead so they could hang their heavy sails. The next day, the sails were dry and ready to take back out again.

Most kids in the Port took their sailing lessons at the reopened Hyannis Port Yacht Club. The building was spruced up, but there was still almost nothing to it—no parking lot, no kitchen, no dining room, not even a toilet. It was merely a wooden building smaller than a freestanding garage at which to meet up for a lesson. In grandeur, it couldn’t be further from the impressive Wianno Yacht Club the next town over. The Kennedy kids, however, didn’t take their lessons through the Hyannis Port Yacht Club—they practiced on their own with Jimmie MacLean, a Coast Guard Academy graduate and merchant mariner whom Joe hired to give his kids a competitive edge.

“If there was a tough race of any kind, the [skipper] would be down by the docks scrubbing the bottoms of Joe Jr.’s and Jack’s boats with oil. He didn’t bother with Kick’s or Eunice’s boat. But Jack and Joe’s boat, there was always some action on the underbelly to make it go smoother,” Nancy said.

On race days, Jack and Joe Jr. showed up at the start line with their well-oiled sailboats, ready to collect their trophies. “All the kids in the neighborhood wanted to sail with the Kennedys in those days,” said Sam Keavy, one of the Keavy boys from down the street, “because the opportunities for coming in first were much much better than coming in second or third.”



The only one of the older children not allowed to go out on the water on her own was Rosemary. She was just a year younger than Jack—the oldest girl in the family. She was beautiful, with full cheeks and thick, dark curls. Of all the children, Rosemary looked most like her mother. It had been clear for a while that Rosemary was slower to develop than the rest of her siblings. It wasn’t something the family talked about—with each other or anyone else. The kids were just told their sister was “a little slow.” Childhood and adolescence were sometimes difficult for Rosemary as she tried to keep up with her siblings and was shuttled between schools and doctor’s appointments. But she loved those summers in Hyannis Port. Rose made sure Rosemary was included in everything the other kids did. Jack was the one who brought Rosemary to the weekly twelve-and-over dances at the Wianno Yacht Club. Kids in the neighborhood spent all week looking forward to the dances, which drew a mix of teenagers from the wealthy summer families, the young people working for those families, and the year-rounders. It was a night to get out of your environment and meet other kids—maybe even start a summer romance. Joe Jr. loved the dances. He threw his whole body into dancing, projecting absolute enthusiasm, full gusto. He was the life of the party. And he loved to tease his sisters. If one got stuck with a would-be suitor for too long, they’d spy him out of the corner of their eye with that mischievous smirk of his, delighting in their misfortune. Eventually, he’d cut in, relieving them of their discomfort. Jack spent most of the dances with his sister Kick, who was much more outgoing than Jack and pulled him out of his shell by introducing him to other kids. And she was popular. A tradition at the dances was for the girls to throw a shoe into the center of the dance floor, at which point the boys would run and grab a shoe, the prize being the opportunity to dance with the shoe’s owner. All the boys paid attention to which shoes Kick was wearing when she walked into the dance, and they’d fight over that shoe when she threw it.

Once in a while, Rose and the family’s governess, Alice Cahill, followed the kids to the dance. They stood outside the building, peering through a window to see how Rosemary was doing. One of those nights, they spotted her standing all by herself. Joe Jr. was off dancing; Jack and Kick were somewhere else—probably chatting up some group. And Rosemary was alone. Rose was furious. When the kids got home, she told the boys it was their responsibility to dance with Rosemary, to make sure she was having a good time.

While the older kids could be too self-absorbed to include Rosemary, it was Eunice, three years her junior, who was the most patient with her. Eunice was the one to make sure Rosemary was included when the kids headed out to the yard with their tennis rackets and their mother called out after them, “Make sure to take Rosemary with you!” Eunice—the middle child, lanky with big, round eyes and wild, curly hair she never cared about taming—was also one of the most competitive Kennedy children. She was as aggressive on the water as it gets.

Rosemary wasn’t a strong sailor, but Eunice still invited her to come crew for her that summer. She knew how much it meant to Rosemary. Their thick hair whipped their faces, the mast popping with each gust as they hugged the shore. The mark was in sight. Eunice’s eyes focused on the mast and then straight ahead and back again. Her mouth set in a determined line. Rosemary gazed at her sister as the sun beat down and the water splashed against the hull. Her grasp on the jib loosened as she turned back to her sister with a sweet smile. She was content.

“Rosemary!” Eunice shouted. “Get the jib, Rosemary! Rosemary, look, the jib is flapping! Pull it in! For God’s sake, Rosemary, pull in the blasted jib!” Years later, Eunice would think back on that day. “Despite my tone, she would never lose her somewhat distant but happy smile.”

When they got home after the race, Joe asked how they did. Performance was, as always, top of mind. “We came in third, Dad,” Eunice told her father. He responded, “For God’s sake. Can’t you do better than that?” Winning was just as important to Eunice. But she’d seen the look on her sister’s face. And that meant something, too.



As his first semester of Harvard wrapped up, Joe Jr. invited a friend from school to come back with him to Hyannis Port. Thomas Bilodeau was a year older and lived in the Winthrop House dormitory with Joe Jr. Bilodeau figured there’d be sailing and athletics. He knew Joe Jr. was an avid sailor who came from a big family. But he wasn’t prepared for the intensity of Hyannis Port. To an outsider, visiting the Big House was like entering a whole new world where touch football was a blood sport and Joe was king.

When the boys arrived from Boston, Joe Jr. introduced the rest of his siblings to his new friend. When the Kennedys spilled out onto the lawn and split into teams for touch football, Bilodeau noticed Jack waited for Joe Jr. to pick a team—then he stepped over to the opposite side. The rivalry that began with swiped slices of pie and chases down the breakwater continued after Joe Jr. left for school, but the difference in Jack’s and Joe Jr.’s size had narrowed. Still, Jack was much thinner, his threadbare T-shirts hanging on his bony shoulders as if they were a wire hanger. Bilodeau quickly realized these games weren’t what he’d come to know as typical touch football: the kind where players replace tackles with two-hand tags. Joe Jr. and Jack took every opportunity to block each other with a full-body slam, to roughhouse each other to the ground between plays. “Touch football was not a matter of strategy with the Kennedy family. It was a matter of blood and thunder,” Bilodeau said. “You tried to get on the side that had the most weight or else you’d get killed.”

As Bilodeau sat with the family in the living room while they waited for dinner, he observed the clear family hierarchy. The kids, especially Joe Jr. and Jack, worshiped their father. If Joe Kennedy was in the room, everything centered around him: the attention, the energy, the conversation. Bilodeau found his new friend’s father and his stories about life in Hollywood fascinating. And though they were surely stories they’d heard a million times, Joe Jr. and Jack hung on their dad’s every word. “When the father was present,” Bilodeau said, “he ran the show.”

When Bobby went away to boarding school in Boston at Milton Academy, everyone knew who his father was—he was Bobby Kennedy, son of the Hollywood bigwig, and he was treated as the kid of a famous person. So, when he brought his friend from school Dave Hackett back home to Hyannis Port, Hackett was curious what the Kennedy house would be like. After a particularly depleting visit, he wrote up his “Rules for Visiting the Kennedys.”

“Prepare yourself by reading The Congressional Record, U.S. News & World Report, Time, Newsweek, Fortune, The Nation, How to Play Sneaky Tennis, and The Democratic Digest,” it started. “Anticipate that each Kennedy will ask you what you think of another Kennedy’s (a) dress, (b) hairdo, (c) backhand, (d) latest public achievement. Be sure to answer ‘Terrific.’ This should get you through dinner. Now for the football field. It’s touch, but it’s murder.” And it went on from there.

As Rose once said, “I suppose if you’re not used to it, a weekend with us can be exhausting. Pooping, I believe, is the word.”

When Jack brought home Ralph “Rip” Horton Jr., a friend from Choate, Horton was most struck by the patriarch—like Joe Jr.’s friend Bilodeau had been. “Jack and Joe Jr. would ask questions and Mr. Kennedy would answer in great detail. But if I asked a question, he’d treat me like a piece of dirt,” Horton said. “He’d ignore me. He was only really interested in his own family.”

The lull in Joe’s work ended in the summer of 1934. He was appointed by President Franklin D. Roosevelt—whom he’d campaigned for two years earlier—to oversee Wall Street corruption as the first head of the Securities and Exchange Commission, drawing on his own experiences in banking. His new role in D.C. took him away from home more often, and he split his time going back and forth to the house he rented in Maryland. The dizzying cycle of lessons, races, dances, and dinners went on as usual on Marchant Avenue for Rose and the kids.



The summer of 1934, Joe Jr. arrived home later than the rest of the family—he’d gone on a three-week trip to Russia before coming back to the Cape for the end of the summer. It was important to Joe that his sons travel extensively—he wanted them to be as worldly as they were well-educated. At dinner on Joe Jr.’s first night back, all attention was on the eldest son as he told the table about his trip. He talked about communism, explaining that he saw on his trip a system of sharing in which everyone got what they needed. He was impressed by it.

His father’s blue eyes turned as dark as a night storm. The other children went quiet as everyone turned to the head of the table to see what their father’s response would be. “I don’t want to hear any more of it until you go out and sell your boat and get rid of your new car and get rid of your horse I just purchased for you,” Joe said sternly. “After you do that, so you can be equal with everyone else, then you can come back to the dinner table and continue the conversation.”

When Joe Jr. had written home that spring about his trip to Germany a letter full of shocking praise for Adolf Hitler and the Nazis—“Hitler is building a spirit in his men that could be envied in any country” and “he has passed the sterilization law which I think is a great thing”—his father hadn’t offered a reply. Not even about his son’s apparent reference to the “Law for the Prevention of Offspring with Hereditary Diseases,” which mandated forced sterilization of people with physical and mental disabilities. Rose and Joe had wanted their sons to travel so they could form their own opinions. But now, as Joe Jr. went on about the benefits of communism over capitalism, his father exploded. Joe set down his knife and fork, pushed back his chair, and stomped out of the dining room.

The rest of the family sat silent. Rose turned to her oldest son. “You shouldn’t get your father so upset.”

The next day, everything went back to normal. There was no more talk of it.



Nancy Tenney and Pat sat on the sunporch listening to Pat’s big radio. Pat had her mother’s straight nose and dark eyebrows, and usually wore her thick hair pulled back halfway. She loved music and going into town for matinees. Above the girls a number of loud thuds could be heard. “That’s Daddy,” Pat told Nancy. “He’s mad it’s too loud but I don’t care because I like it like that.”

The stomping stopped for a few minutes. Then, the downstairs phone rang. Nancy went over to answer it. It was Joe calling from upstairs. Only then did Pat turn down the music.

“Pat spoke up,” Nancy said. “None of the others ever spoke up to their parents.”

The summer of 1937, it was Bobby’s and Pat’s turn to go away for summer camp. Bobby was eleven, just a hair over five feet, with hazel eyes, a face full of freckles, and a head full of licks that were impossible to keep down. He was the one most likely to be left out of things—he wasn’t one of the big kids and he wasn’t one of the little kids—so he spent most of his time with his friend Jack Bell. Bobby was a quiet boy with a red-hot temper, and when he did talk, his voice was louder than you’d expect out of a boy his size. “Bobby was a brat! He was the only one that was sort of with any discord,” Nancy said. “If they were all going this way, he was going that way. The others all had wonderful dispositions. I didn’t see meanness in anybody except Bobby. He was mean.”

Pat had just turned thirteen, and she and Bobby begged not to be sent away—they didn’t want to leave Hyannis Port and the rest of the family for the summer. But just like their siblings before them, they didn’t have a choice. Eighteen-year-old Rosemary was away at camp that summer, too. She was old enough to be out on her own, but her parents decided additional supervision would be good for her, so they arranged for her to have an adult companion go with her. With the three kids gone and Joe Jr. and Jack both back and forth visiting, the house at the end of Marchant Avenue was quieter that summer.

Halfway through their camp session, Bobby and Pat got their wish to leave when they were both admitted to the hospital at the same time: Bobby with pneumonia, Pat with an acute case of appendicitis that required emergency surgery. While recovering in hospital rooms down the hall from each other, the kids formed a bond with one of six nurses attending to them, Luella Hennessey, who was only two years out of training. Their father rushed to the hospital from Washington, and Rose booked a flight back from Paris, where she’d been on a shopping trip. By the time they got there, the kids were starting to feel better. They told their parents of the plan they’d hatched for the rest of the summer: they wanted Hennessey to come back with them to the Cape—to be the nurse who’d oversee their recovery at the Big House.

Rose only had one screening question for the nurse.

“Do you smoke?” Rose asked. She wouldn’t be able to stand the Big House stinking with smoke. “No ma’am,” Hennessey answered, “I don’t.”

Hennessey was hired. The plan was for her to help with Pat’s recovery through Labor Day. Then she’d return to her hospital job. Hennessey, Joe, Rose, Bobby, and Pat made the trip from Boston back home to Hyannis Port—Hennessey’s first time there. As they pulled into the circular driveway at the dead end of Marchant Avenue, they were greeted by the rest of the kids lined up on the white porch waving. They looked straight out of a picture with their matching smiles in front of that big, beautiful house framed by the sea. “Hi, Miss Hennessey!” they shouted.

On the second floor, she was shown the staff quarters, which were to the left of the stairs. Hennessey unpacked in her new room, which was small but neat and comfortable. That night, she had a place setting at the dinner table with the rest of the family, and the kids excitedly explained sailing to her. “You’ll come out with us tomorrow, won’t you?” they asked. The sailing invitation wasn’t just to make the new nurse feel welcome—the older kids were often in need of people to help crew for them. Anyone who stepped foot in their house was a possible crew member for the next day’s race. And they didn’t go easy on Hennessey just because she was new—and a medical professional employed by the family. Just as she was beginning to settle in, she was roped into crewing for Jack, who was back from Harvard for a sailing race.

Out there in the sunshine, she felt so lucky to be on the Cape that summer. She’d go back to her regular life eventually, but now, she just wanted to enjoy being by the beach for a couple of months. She snapped back to attention when Jack asked if she’d mind jumping overboard. You see, they were behind, and he thought eliminating her weight might help his chances of a win.



“Teddy!” Honey Fitz shouted down to the lawn. “Teddy!”

Little Teddy tried to ignore his grandfather, instead picking up the football and drawing back his arm to toss it to his brother for another play. All the older kids—his siblings and the kids from the neighborhood—waited impatiently for Teddy to answer his grandfather’s call. The game had to stop every hour or so for the same reason.

“Teddy!” Honey Fitz yelled. “Just come in!”

Honey Fitz liked to read each and every newspaper edition. There were several editions a day, and the close follower of current events relied on his grandson to bike over to the News Shop with a nickel as soon as each new edition arrived. Honey Fitz liked to read on the sunporch right above the playing field, his leathered face slathered in cocoa butter, which, he told anyone who’d listen, was healthy for the skin. Teddy was never terribly excited to see his grandfather.

It wasn’t easy being the youngest of nine. The older kids adored their baby brother—Teddy was four years younger than Jean, the second- youngest Kennedy kid. He was seventeen years younger than Joe Jr., the oldest. Jack had written a letter to his mother when he found out there’d be a ninth Kennedy sibling, asking to be the baby’s godfather. And when Joe Jr. got his own boat, he named it Teddy. The neighbors in the Port remember a spunky, round-faced, freckled little Teddy following his older siblings around like an afternoon shadow.

“Teddy was darling,” Nancy Tenney said, “little cute, fat Teddy, and everybody adored him.”

If Jack and Bobby were feeling charitable they’d include him, but more often than not, they stayed a few steps ahead, shouting over their shoulders, “Hit it, squirt!” They loved their baby brother—that didn’t always mean they wanted him hanging around. It was Jean who was most often stuck with Teddy—the two youngest siblings banished to the little table off to the side of the dining room table at dinnertime. Jeannie, as they called the youngest girl, was shy, her head usually hung low as she sat on the lawn while the rest of the kids played. If Joe Jr. or Jack had a friend over, Bobby would begrudgingly be demoted to the kids’ table, too.

It was Rose’s idea to host her sister’s children in the summers to give Teddy a playmate in his cousin Joey Gargan, a sandy-haired boy about his age. Rose’s sister Agnes—whom she was close to and who served as her maid of honor when she married Joe—died in 1936, which was a traumatic blow to Rose. Agnes’s children—Joey and his sisters Mary Jo and Ann—bounced around between relatives. But their summers would be in Hyannis Port with the Kennedys.

Teddy and Joey were as close as brothers those summers. But still, there was nothing like attention from Teddy’s real big brothers—especially Joe Jr. It was Teddy’s dream to go sailing with Joe Jr. He asked. He begged. He pleaded. Then, one day, it happened.

The Victura was repaired from the electrical damage the year before—lightning had split the mast and ripped a hole in the hull. And Joe Jr. was ready to take the mended Wianno Senior for a spin in one of the local races. When Teddy asked to join him, Joe Jr. said okay. Teddy could hardly believe it. He’d write about that momentous day years later when Jack put together a book of remembrances about Joe Jr. Five-year-old Teddy followed on Joe Jr.’s heels down to the pier in the final minutes before the race. Their sail raised just as the gun exploded to start the event. Teddy’s first race. He was soaking it in when his brother shouted at him to pull in the jib. Pull in the jib? Teddy had no idea what he was talking about. Joe Jr. said it again. This time louder. Teddy felt confused, panicked. He watched the other boats drift farther away. Joe Jr. jumped over Teddy to grab the sail. Teddy’s eyes widened, a little scared about what was going to happen. Next thing Teddy knew, his brother had picked him up by the pants, and he was flying clear over the stern, landing with a splash in the frigid water. Teddy drew in a sharp breath as he broke through the surface, gasping, spinning around looking for the boat. He was scared to death. His brother had thrown him in! Then he heard another splash and felt a pull as Joe Jr. dragged him back over the side into the boat. They kept racing, silently, dripping, two pools of water beneath them on the cockpit floor. They came in second.

As they walked back to the house, Joe Jr. said to Teddy, “Keep quiet about what happened this afternoon.”



The lead editorial in the local paper, the Hyannis Patriot, on Thursday, December 16, 1937, was headlined “Our New Ambassador.”


The news of the appointment of Joseph P. Kennedy of Boston as Ambassador to the Court of St. James is as gratifying to the people of Cape Cod as to all the other parts of the country which are hailing this selection as one of the achievements of the Roosevelt Administration. For many years the Kennedys have had a summer home in Hyannis Port and have proved good neighbors with a genuine interest in the Cape and who have given the sort of distinction to this section of New England that is helpful.



Joe Kennedy finally had the respect he’d so long thirsted for. And the Kennedys were going to London.



“Look at this, Rosie,” Joe said to his wife in their new home at 14 Prince’s Gate overlooking Hyde Park in London. He was holding a list of all the exclusive clubs to which he was automatically granted membership as the American ambassador. “I am now a member of at least six exclusive golf clubs. I wonder what the people in Cohasset would think if they saw me now. It sure shows that if you wait long enough, the wheel turns.”

Joe and Rose had moved their entire family with them to Europe, where they were warmly welcomed. The Kennedys were constantly in the papers—the British were fascinated by the large, lively family and Rose’s style. The kids were happy there, too—particularly Kick and Jack, who were quick to make a group of upper-crust friends. But the family still made the long trip to Hyannis Port for June and July of 1938. When they came back, they were met with new neighbors—the Taggart family had sold the large, columned house next door to the McKelvys from Pittsburgh. But most everything else was the same.

Jack and Joe Jr. had a big race coming up—the intercollegiate sailing championship, which was called the McMillan Cup. That year, it was being held a town over at the Wianno Yacht Club, and the brothers were representing Harvard. On race day, the weather was perfect, with a crisp southwest breeze. It was just like when they were kids—packing up their sails to head out together for a race on Nantucket Sound. Jack sailed Harvard’s second division, while Joe Jr. sailed the first division. Their father had accepted a guest seat on the committee board—now that Joe was a dignitary, he had special access, attention, and respect. In back-to-back races, Joe Jr. came in fourth and Jack second, helping Harvard win that week.



Ten months later, the days slowly got longer, the fluffy hydrangeas bloomed indigo again, and Hyannis Harbor filled with sailboats. The Kennedys were still in Europe, so Honey Fitz and Josie opened their house for the season. Honey Fitz loved his daughter’s house in Hyannis Port. He and Josie had rented houses all around the area, but he spent as much time as he could at Rose and Joe’s home. When his grandkids were around, he danced a jig through the halls with his fingers pointing up, singing, “I love the ladies! I love the ladies! The fat ones, the slim ones, the tall ones, the short ones. I love them all!” But when there was nobody to entertain, he sat for hours on the wall that surrounded the deck, enjoying the sun and the sound of the breaking waves. He loved, too, to walk down to the beach, where he lay on the rocks, covering himself with seaweed because he thought the bromides were good for his skin. But when he and his wife arrived that summer of ’39 to open the house, the terns had claimed the end of Marchant Avenue as their own. They were everywhere, the sand black with a blanket of birds. Honey Fitz and Josie tried to ignore them, passing the enormous flock and their nests to go down for a swim. The terns set off a chorus of kik, kik, kik, their wings flapping, swooping down at the couple, snapping their orange beaks.

“The birds are a nuisance! A public nuisance!” Honey Fitz said, exasperated. “One of these days those birds will be picking someone’s eyes out!”

He called the board of selectmen for help. The full board of local government officials came to the property, but they found only a dozen or so birds. There wasn’t much they could do, they explained patiently. The terns were protected by the Department of Conservation.

That week, Honey Fitz told a local reporter that he was on the verge of getting a trench helmet to wear for his daily swims. What he actually did, though, was wrap a white towel around his head, shaking it at the birds when they squawked at him.

Then, one quiet afternoon, the neighbors heard gunshots. Pop, pop, pop, pop, pop, pop. Followed by a series of splashes in the water. Honey Fitz, it turned out, had hired Norton Sherman, a local who’d worked on the family’s boats a few seasons earlier, to shoot all those terns clear out of the sky. When Joe Kennedy heard about what his father-in-law had done, Honey Fitz was no longer invited to the Big House. It would be a few seasons before he was invited back.
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