







“Unafraid is a different kind of novel. While its story was captivating me completely, its exploration of the possible was lifting my hopes for America and the world. This is a fine and important book.”

— Mark Gerzon, author, Leading Through Conflict and President of the Mediators Foundation

“Jeff Golden is not just an astute political observer and an accomplished student of history, he is a terrific storyteller. Unafraid is the work of a fine mind: provocative, adventurous, compelling, important. It’s one great read.”

— Prof. Lauren Kessler,
Oregon Book award winner, Founder, Etude

“This alternate world holds many surprises...Golden’s skill at realistically transporting political rhetoric and historical personalities through the prism of imagination makes the book a compelling account.”

— Kirkus Discoveries

“At once inspiring and sobering, Unafraid is a timely, riveting examination of the world that can be. Jeff Golden is a gifted and insightful writer. Read this book.”

— David Korten, author, The Great Turning: From Empire to Earth Community and board chair, YES! magazine.

“What an exciting, clever, imaginative book! And more, what an insightful, important one. It takes a master writer to create such dual impact with a work of fiction. This is a strikingly Perfect-For-Our-Times story and the Great Read you’ve been looking for.”

— Neale Donald Walsch, author,
Conversations with God series

“Jeffrey Golden’s Unafraid is just that. He takes us back to ground zero for our generation and starts the story over again, in a way that helps us better understand the mistakes we have made since November 1963 and what we could do now to make America work better. It’s a “what if” that makes you think! JFK would have smiled if he could see this book in readers’ hands.

— David Ignatius, novelist and Washington Post columnist

“I picked this manuscript up early one evening and didn’t put it down until I had finished the last word at 2 a.m. Unafraid is an intriguing and highly believable story about Camelot as it might have been, and the America that is still possible.”

— Steve Bhaerman, a.k.a. Swami Beyondananda, author, Swami for Precedent

“Unafraid will be pivotal for readers who care deeply about our country. Kudos to Jeff Golden for this compelling blend of fact and fiction.”

— John Steiner, convenor and chair of campaigns for a transpartisan America

“I won’t tell any more of the story, but the sense of possibility, embedded in the frictional context of real politics, is powerful. I suggest this is a must-read, particularly for folks in the Obama campaign.”

— Tom Atlee, founder, Co-Intelligence Institute

“I loved this book. I would find myself having to shake off the world I was reading about — a world where the President had integrity and advisors who were smart and reasoned — and momentarily shocked at the way America really is today.”

— The Virtual Wordsmith

“Jeff Golden has constructed a fine work of historical and political imagination. Unafraid should be required reading for political candidates and voters alike.”

— Jack Seybold, author of The Rising

“With a unique story that uses popular icons of twentieth century politics and sheds new light on them and our world in real history, Unafraid is a novel that historical fiction fans in general will enjoy from beginning to end.”

— Midwest Book Review
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

UNAFRAID is a work of fiction. Public events and statements described as taking place before noon on November 22, 1963, are based almost entirely on historical record. Public events and statements subsequent to that time and date are entirely fictional.

All private thoughts, words and deeds found in UNAFRAID, whether before, on, or after November 22, 1963, and whether attributed to imaginary characters or real historical figures, are entirely the product of the author’s imagination. Any similarity to the actual thoughts, words and behaviors of real historical figures, living or dead, is purely coincidental..
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“WE ARE NOT AFRAID TO ENTRUST THE AMERICAN PEOPLE WITH UNPLEASANT FACTS, FOREIGN IDEAS, ALIEN PHILOSOPHIES, AND COMPETITIVE VALUES. FOR A NATION THAT IS AFRAID TO LET ITS PEOPLE JUDGE THE TRUTH AND FALSEHOOD IN AN OPEN MARKET IS A NATION THAT IS AFRAID OF ITS PEOPLE.”

— John f. Kennedy, February 26, 1962,
on the 20th anniversary of
the Voice of America

“THE BIGGEST HUMAN TEMPTATION IS TO SETTLE FOR TOO LITTLE.”

— Father Thomas Merton


1 CHAPTER ONE

IT WAS A PECULIAR SECRET for Caroline to hold, less intimate and evocative than some feelings she freely shared with friends. She knew it was odd. What Caroline told almost no one, what she would barely admit to herself, was that living in the choicest part of Manhattan felt more like a sacrifice than a privilege.

She escaped the feeling during the week as she careened from home to work to shopping errand to child-shuttling and back to the penthouse again. Not much reflection of any kind went on during the week. But almost every weekend retreat to the Cape held regret for her. Walking on the beach or in the woods behind the cottage she heard only sounds that had been the same for millennia. Nothing sudden or menacing ever crowded in around her. The air she breathed changed with the seasons, but it always went down easily, without the petroleum aftertaste of the city. On the Cape she noticed her neck relax and her shoulders drop. She could feel the brittle vigilance within her chest melt away. Then she’d think about the kids, Rose and Tatiana and John. In what surroundings would they learn, day in and day out, what life and the world are about?

This was the only important question about the kids that she didn’t mull over with Ed. She couldn’t find clear words. A vague shame muzzled her, a sense of failure that she didn’t thoroughly delight in her life just asit was. If of all possible lives she couldn’t delight in her life—well, please. She knew she sometimes felt something like appreciation. But a life like hers should overflow with gratitude and awe, shouldn’t it? So where were they?

That was the question her father would surely ask if he were alive. With her eyes closed she could see his weary look, a shake of his head. Weren’t you listening? he’d say. What part didn’t you understand? She could see the two of them sitting together on those final pale autumn afternoons of his life, overlooking the ocean at Hyannis. She talked and he listened. She remembered one stretch of silence after she’d been spilling out her fretful confusion about some mortal crisis or another. He nodded very slightly for most of a minute and turned to look at her. “Sweetheart,” he said, “when will you pay more attention to wanting what you have than having what you want?” They sat on the veranda holding hands, silently measuring the life he’d lived by what he’d just said and watching the small waves collapse gently on the beach until the sky went dark.

Not long ago she described that memory and the feelings it stirred to her women’s group. “All right, then,” said Gretchen, ten years older than Caroline and her closest friend in the group. “Are you open to feedback on that?”

Caroline nodded that she was.

“Really?” asked Gretchen. “Are you, in fact?”

Caroline nodded again, puzzled. “Of course I am.”

“Well, ‘Of course you are,’ but how many bloody times have we gone over this, you and me?” Gretchen said. “So don’t just nod at me like a zombie. Think about it and tell me: are you really open to feedback?”

“Gretchen, enough. I am really listening, okay?”

Gretchen got up from her chair and walked across the circle to sit at Caroline’s feet. She took her friend’s hand in hers and looked Caroline in the eye. “There are two things you have to do,” she began quietly. “The first is to give yourself a bloody break. You don’t think anything you do, no matter how astonishing, is good enough. What you sold to the Mayor last month, after half the non-profits in town had been working on him for years, and all you could talk about afterwards were the mistakes you made? You are hands down the most accomplished and competent woman in this room, and listening to you I swear you think you’re the least and it’s driving us all bloody crazy.”

The other women stirred with agreement and a trace of laughter. Caroline smiled too and nodded her head. “That’s the Joe Gene,” she said. “I’ve told you about the Joe Gene, haven’t I?” No, the women murmured, she hadn’t. Caroline went on to define the Joe Gene as the one that makes it impossible to believe that you’re doing enough. That you are enough.

Linda, sitting to Gretchen’s right, asked if the “Josephine Gene” wouldn’t be more like it, since it’s women who have that doubt pounded into them.

Caroline admitted that she herself had it, but so had her brother. The two of them decided it was invented by their Grandpa Joe, who had planted it pretty much equally in their father and all their aunts and uncles. The Joe Gene reminds you that everything you do falls short, and your job is to figure out why so you can do it better next time, when of course you’ll fall short again, and you have to learn from it for the next time, when guess what, it’s just not quite good enough….

A latina named Monique spoke from across the room: if you set out to invent a formula to make life hard to appreciate, could you do better than that? How about if you start judging yourself by standards that are somewhere in the same galaxy as how you’d judge us—she held her hands out to include the circle—and see what that does?

Caroline went on to describe watching her parents struggle, especially her mother, who must have picked up the Joe Gene by osmosis or something. Caroline could actually remember a moment as a teenager when she solemnly swore she wouldn’t carry her mother’s dissatisfaction to adulthood. “Little did I know,” she said lightly, “the power of the Joe Gene.”

Gretchen got up and returned to her seat. She stared at Caroline for a moment. “Well, it’s a bloody bore,” she said without a trace of humor, “and it’s time you broke the cycle before you pass it on to your poor lovely children.

“It may be too late for that,” said Linda, whose daughters played with Caroline’s.

“You said there were two things,” Caroline said to Gretchen. “What’s the other?”

“Did you hear me on the first one? Are you going to deal with your— ‘gene?’” The last word came out like acid, warning Caroline none of this was a joke.

“Yes,” said Caroline. “What’s the second?”

Gretchen’s face softened. “It’s to notice,” she said. “Whenever anything happens in this town that feels good to you, I don’t care what it is, I want you to notice. If you keeping doing that, I promise, one day you’ll discover that living here is so delicious you can’t stand it. I know you want me to make it more complicated than that, dear sister, but I’m afraid I can’t. Just bloody notice.”

So on this breathtaking morning Caroline was just noticing. After escorting the kids to school on the OneRail above Fifth Avenue, Caroline decided to walk the fifteen blocks back home. Soon she was smiling, beaming actually, just about laughing with pleasure. The sparkling September air seemed to bathe her, fresh and soft on her skin as any morning she could remember, whether here in New York or at the Cape or in Tuscany or anywhere else. When she reached her building she almost turned around to take in a loop of Central Park. But the work waited inside.

She pushed the 51 button on the elevator panel and turned left when the doors opened a minute later. The New York Times lay folded in thirds on her bristly welcome mat. She snapped it open with one hand as she crossed the entry hall. Opening the Times was always an easy moment to appreciate. Caroline loved the familiarity of the front page, the constancy of the muscular gothic masthead just above the day’s date. Today’s was TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 11, 2001, and the headline below read “President Strengthens Pledge to Elementary Ed in Southern Swing.” Below that was a color photo of the President and First Lady sitting at a tiny table with a pig-tailed black girl of eight or nine who was reading to them. The article said the First Lady would be flying back to Washington while the President would visit one more Florida school to reinforce the theme that the key to quality education is a great foundation in the first few grades. “Have to come out of the starting blocks fast and strong,” he said, “if you want to win the race.”

Caroline tossed the paper onto the granite snack bar, carried the kids’ cereal bowls to the sink and scooped a mound of glistening beans into the coffee grinder. The antique Coca-Cola wall clock above her read 8:50. She fired up the espresso maker and sat down at the bar. She looked across the dining table and out the seamless wall of glass that was the southern face of their penthouse and the deal-maker in their decision to purchase it twelve years ago.

This view, this vast panorama bracketed by the East River to the left and the Hudson to the right, was another reason Caroline never complained about living in Manhattan. She liked the whole of it more than some of its parts. She loved New York’s older face, the quarried brown and gray blocks of churches and stores and office buildings she touched with the palm of her tiny hand when her parents first brought her to the city in 1960. But the glass and steel boxes that had risen up relentlessly among the old stonework, some thrusting above her horizontal line of sight and crowned with three-bladed titanium wind turbines, left her cold.

The worst offenders, the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center, dominated the far edge of her view with all the grace of two inverted milk cartons in an ancient Bonsai garden. She stared at them now, stark, utilitarian, sixty-some blocks south of where she sat, and realized that at this point she didn’t much care about them one way or another. The morning was so gorgeous its glow made even the Towers look good. Most things that had stirred Caroline to disdain when she was younger mattered little anymore.

The espresso machine sounded its tiny tornado and Caroline noticed. She got up and poured a dark steaming braid into an I [image: Image] NEW YORK mug, one of the multitude her wry husband kept bringing home more rapidly than she could throw them out. She carried it back to the snack bar and set it down next to the document she’d avoided all morning.

Here it was: three-quarters of an inch of ordinary copy paper captured in the upper left corner by a blue metal clip. The top page had just three lines in large bold font.

JOHN FITZGERALD KENNEDY: A Life Examined
(Working Title)
by Patricia B. McColgan
Copyright 2001

Of the dozens of biographies of her father, this would be the very first one commissioned by the family. The project had a long way to go. Some of the key sources—Caroline, for one—hadn’t even been interviewed yet. She was scheduled to sit down for her first session at the end of the week, and before she did she wanted to see what Trish had written so far.

Trish hadn’t wanted to show her. First let me get you on tape, she’d told Caroline, so your memories won’t be tainted by anyone else’s. I can promise that won’t happen, Caroline answered. Just in case, Trish had said, just to be on the safe side. We’re on the safe side, Caroline replied. These aren’t wispy little memories, I promise. I remember what I remember.

It was their first struggle since Caroline tapped Trish to write the book six months ago. After long heavy pauses had ended their last two conversations, Trish gave in. A courier had delivered the manuscript to Caroline’s home just last night. She’d laid it on the snack bar and hadn’t touched it again until this moment.

In her determination to notice, Caroline noticed that after all that wrestling with Trish she wasn’t exactly tearing into the manuscript. She had taken the day off from work just to read it and with the morning half gone—it was past 9:00 on the Coke clock now—she’d done her daily stretching rituals, helped Ed and the kids out of bed and through breakfast, taken the kids to school, strolled home more slowly than everyone walking around her, brewed an espresso, browsed the front section of the Times (reading twice about the President and First Lady’s insipid classroom photo op) and took in the panoramic view she’d taken in a thousand times before. The only thing she hadn’t done was begin reading the document she’d made such an epic fuss about reading.

Okay, Caroline thought. She sipped her espresso. She unclipped the stack of pages and turned over the first one. The second page had just one bold-faced line.

I. The Beginning: Brookline to Cambridge.

She turned it over. The third page began the narrative with a description of her grandfather Joe crossing the threshold of 83 Beals Street in Brookline with her two-day-old father in his arms. Caroline flipped quickly through a quarter-inch of pages, neatly stacking them upside down, past a page with a single line that read

IV. In the White House.

Fifteen more pages and she came to a passage on the overthrow of Diem in Saigon on November 1, 1963. This was clearly a work in progress, with raw notes in red pen [VERIFY LBJ WHEREABOUTS] in the margin. She turned over one more page and began reading about the trip to Texas—the private breakfast at the Texas Hotel in Fort Worth, the short flight to Love Field in Dallas, her father’s movement through the cheering airport crowd, the beginning of the ten-mile drive to the Trade Mart, the entry into downtown. At Dealey Plaza the cars turned north off of Main and onto Houston Street.

With that turn the cars were moving exactly towards Lee Harvey Oswald. The President nodded to the crowd on the right side of his limousine and then to the left. He smiled broadly.

Sixty feet above street level Oswald’s concentration was absolute. Now is the time, he thought. If I squeezed right now I’d blow his forehead straight across the back deck of his limo. One little squeeze, ka-blam, adios, Jack. Oswald’s attention contracted down to the tiny spot where the thin vertical line of the scope met the horizontal line at the center of the President’s forehead.

Caroline read the last three sentences again. She set the page aside and looked down upon the city. Before this moment Caroline felt certain that Trish shared her vision for the project. So what was all this heavy breathing about? Was Trish aiming for the #1 cubbyhole in airport bookstores? With a dash of panic Caroline wondered if she was discovering the reason Trish had resisted handing over her preliminary work. Maybe she’d completely misjudged what Trish was all about. She picked the page up again.

The face in Oswald’s scope was still smiling. The car rolled down Houston Street to its intersection with Elm Street, where in a moment it would turn left and pass between the Plaza and Oswald’s perch. With the barrel of his Mannlicher-Carcano braced firmly on the window ledge, Oswald watched the face grow bigger in the scope. A shot no one could miss, he thought. And I am not hardly no one. Now is the time, his head’s as big as a house. Right now. He fingered the trigger and started to pull.

The limo reached the intersection and almost directly below him swept into a ponderously slow left turn onto Elm. Now the top of the President’s head, the wave of honey-brown hair, filled Oswald’s scope. He applied more pressure to the resistant trigger and wondered when it would yield. A little more...just the tiniest little bit more of a squeeze...son of a bitch could be dead two seconds from now.

But he couldn’t shake Calixto’s last words to him. You will have patience. Patience! You will wait until the front of the car crosses the line of the big tree, not a moment before then. Then we all fire, a triangle, all of us at once, so we can be sure. Forget that and we will kill you. Oswald had wanted to lunge across the table and smash Calixto’s pitted face. But there were four of them and one of him. There would be time later to show Calixto who was who.

Still encircled in Oswald’s scope, the President’s head moved slowly away from him. It could be over by now. Over, done with. If this thing screws up they’ll hang it on me, and it could be goddamned done by now...

The limousine was fifty feet from the elm tree. The Governor’s wife turned around in the front seat and smiled. “Mr. President, you certainly can’t say that Dallas doesn’t love you,” she shouted over the cheering.

“No, I certainly can’t,” the President answered.

Thirty feet from the tree. Twenty. Oswald blinked once and sucked a breath down deep. He held it. Five feet.

Oswald pulled his finger all the way back. The butt of the Mannlicher rammed into the hollow of his collar bone. And the sound — the sound filled the room, his eardrums, his brain like molten lead. He stumbled backward, regained his balance and wildly jerked the bolt up and out to move another round into the chamber. A bullet popped up and shifted sideways in the mechanism. Oswald cursed and tried to slam the bolt back into place. The bullet jammed. He could neither close nor fully open the chamber. As he looked down at the cartridge the message of what he was seeing, of how to make the rifle work again, stopped short of his brain.

Six storeys below him the limousine was a swirl of horror. Jacqueline Kennedy sprawled across the back seat and the President, who was crumpled on the floor. “No!” she wailed from her deepest parts. “No! Noooooo!” Her pink suit was turning crimson.

Oswald crammed the rifle behind book cartons in the corner of the room and ran for the door. The limousine, covered now with a layer of men across the back trunk, surged off with a squeal. Oswald ran down the service stairway and out a back door into an empty alley. On the opposite side of the building, Elm Street vibrated in an aftershock of violence. Clusters of men and women stumbled to stay upright against what they’d just seen.

The news traveled around America and the world faster than news ever had. For many it came from Walter Cronkite, who interrupted As the World Turns on millions of TV screens to say “Here is a bulletin from CBS News. In Dallas, Texas, shots were fired at President Kennedy’s motorcade in downtown Dallas. The first reports say that President Kennedy has been seriously wounded by this shooting.”

Caroline set the manuscript down. Slowly she rose and carried her cup to the sink, rinsed it out and glanced up at the clock. 9:25. She crossed the kitchen and sat back down, scanning the vast city for a long minute before reaching for the next page.


2 CHAPTER TWO

America waited. It closed down to wait as the word spread. Every TV in the window of every appliance store showed the front entrance of Parkland Memorial Hospital in Dallas, a static picture of a small improvised stage with a cluster of microphones. Then an announcer’s varnished baritone: “Once again — we have been told that witnesses at the scene actually saw the President hit, saw him jerk backwards as the shots were heard, but officially we have been told only that he was wounded and that a team of doctors has been attending to him in the approximately one hour and a half since the shots were fired at 12:30 Texas time. We are told also that Texas Governor John Connally was also wounded, again, how severely we don’t know…”

The image flickered from the screen of the small television next to J. Edgar Hoover’s desk. “Jesus,” the Director whispered.

“...but we have been reliably informed that neither First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy nor Nellie Connally were injured. That is the extent of our information as of this moment.”

“Bloody goddamned Jesus,” the Director said. The phone by his elbow sounded a quarter-ring before he had it to his ear. “Hoover. Yes. How goddamned kind of you to be in touch.” He listened, pinching his cheek hard enough to leave two bright red spots. “Oh, right!” he said. “Do you suppose you could go to the trouble to find out? Could you entertain the notion that you should already know that before calling me?” He banged the cradle back into the receiver so hard that a faint ding sounded in the back-up phone next to it.

“I’ve been telling you about Dallas for yee-ars.” Clyde Tolson sang the last word. He sat in a leather chair facing Hoover’s desk. “Murdoch’s lazy. Loves to flash his badge and go to lunch with the Mayor and whore to Fort Worth and back, but you can find out more from the morning paper than you can from him. Should have pastured him out a long time ago. I told you that. I toe-old you, at least three years ago, maybe four—”

“Thank you Clyde,” J. Edgar Hoover said. “And who was it who gave Dallas to Murdoch in the first place? Let’s see now, was that my idea?”

“No. I assigned him in the first place, but—”

“That’s right, Clyde. You assigned him. Maybe you can tell that to the Punk when he calls. Oh, Jesus, is he going to make us pay goddamned hell for this.” Hoover pinched his cheek with one hand and pointed at the phone, finger shaking, with the other. “He’s going to be on that line in just about two minutes flat, screaming needless to say like the fairy bastard he is for answers on this goddamned thing, of which by the way I have none. None, Clyde. Now, do you, or do you just want to piss your pants about who gave Dallas to whom a hundred years ago?”

Rigid in his chair a few blocks away at the Department of Justice, Robert Kennedy wasn’t even thinking about calling Hoover. His eyes were fixed on the television across the room, set at full volume to hear any voice that might come on. In the meantime, with the camera frozen on the empty makeshift stage outside of Parkland Hospital, Kennedy dialed one number after another from his Secret Service directory. Nobody answered.

He slammed the telephone down and bolted from his office without an overcoat, ran the length of a marble hallway, down a staircase, out the service entrance and into the back seat of the black Lincoln that was always parked there. In the one-minute drive to the White House, drafting a D.C. squad car blasting a path through the traffic, Bobby scanned the inner appointments of the limousine: the small walnut desk folding into the wall, the wet bar next to the hi-fi, the red leather button-upholstered seat across from him that with easy movement of two latches became a bed. He thought about the nights he’d used this moving cabin with Jack, of other nights when he’d sent it over for Jack to use between midnight and dawn.

He stared at a crystal decanter held by a custom holster on top of the bar. This is it? He thought. With all we did to get here, the years, the money, the muscle, all the fucking grief, it ends like this? He closed his eyes and saw his brother’s face, that unguarded smile almost no one else ever saw. No. No. The limo sped through the main gate and up to the North Portico of the White House.

At that moment, twelve hundred miles away, a short pale man in a dark suit stepped up to the microphones outside Parkland Hospital. He looked down at a paper in his hand. “Ladies and gentlemen. At 12:36, President Kennedy and Governor Connally were brought into our emergency room, where two teams of specialists were assembled to attend to the wounds resulting from the shooting attack upon them. These teams have taken every possible measure to revive the victims.” He paused. The only sound in front of the hospital entrance was the snapping of camera shutters and the low labored breathing of the man at the microphones. “Their efforts were not fully successful.”

One of the millions of viewers sat a few hundred feet from the podium and four storeys above the ground. In the hospital’s largest suite, Jacqueline Kennedy watched a screen bolted to the wall.

“The medical team has asked me,” said the man at the podium, “to announce to you that at 1:31 pm Central time, approximately thirty minutes ago, Governor John Connally was pronounced dead from cardiac arrest resulting from the trauma of the bullet that entered his chest and inflicted massive damage to his heart. While this is a grievous loss to the nation, to the state of Texas and to the governor’s family, it is with relief and gratitude that I can tell you that the President, who sustained one bullet wound to his left shoulder just beneath the collar bone and a second on the upper part of his right leg, has undergone surgery and is currently resting in stable condition.”

The roar of reporters’ questions could be heard all the way up in the President’s room. With rigid concentration Jacqueline watched her husband’s abdomen rise and fall. Her eyes filled with tears again.

Caroline tapped the edges of the pages she was holding on the table to align them, lay them back on the rest of the manuscript and clipped it together. This wasn’t going to go as quickly as she thought. She rose and crossed through the kitchen to the master suite. She stripped to her underwear, put on sweats and tuned the wall-mounted television to Citizen TV. She stepped on her stair-stepper and set the dial for maximum resistance.


3 CHAPTER THREE

AN HOUR LATER CAROLINE’S PHONE RANG as she stepped out of the shower.

“Hello?”

“Caroline? Trish.”

“Hi.”

“You got the manuscript, yes? I would have had it to you earlier, but I wanted to include the United Economies chapter, which I just printed out yesterday evening, so by the time I actually sent it over it was so late I didn’t want to call in case you were already asleep, but I just wanted to make sure it got to you.”

“It did.”

“And you’ve started reading it?”

“I’ve started. Slowly.”

“From the beginning?”

“No, I’m skimming to get a flavor.”

“Mm-hmm.” There was a pause. “So what flavor are you getting? Off the top, first impression?”

“Well, a couple of things. Listen, what are you doing right now? Are you free?”

“Now? I guess so. Yes, I’m free.”

“Do you know where I live?”

“I have the address in my book.”

Half an hour later Caroline unlatched and unbolted her front door to let Trish in. They crossed the foyer and moved towards the brightness of the living area. Trish stopped four feet from the glass wall, stretching out her arms as if offering Manhattan a hug.

“Oh, my. My, my, my,” she said, “This is—I don’t know the right word for this.” She took a step backwards and looked at Caroline. “I’ve lived here two years now and I don’t remember a morning more gorgeous than this.”

“There aren’t any,” said Caroline. “Here, please.” She gestured towards two winged chairs carefully angled for both conversation and the view. “Can I get you anything? Coffee?”

“No thanks.” Trish sat down without taking her eyes off the views. “What’s so wonderful is to come in from all the frenzied hubbub on the street and from up here it’s absolutely peaceful.”

“It’s the size,” Caroline said. “When you see the vastness of it all together, the frenzy melts away. It’s my favorite optical illusion.”

“Oh, you have to love living here,” said Trish, turning to Caroline with a smile.

Trish, Patricia Beth McColgan, was a 37-year-old freelance journalist whose long New Yorker and Harper’s profiles of colorful political figures had earned a loyal readership. She was lean and almost six feet tall. Her loose muslin outfit hung with no suggestion that any part of her was wider than any other. She reminded Caroline of a young Katherine Hepburn with a small upturned nose softening the elegance. Her eyes were the color of grass and her straight coppery hair fell to symmetric points below each ear before rising up high and short behind her head.

The women had met more than ten years ago. Trish had been the second administrator of the John F. Kennedy Profile in Courage Award, the competitive program Caroline created in 1988 to recognize public figures who stood up for principals larger than their own careers. During Trish’s tenure the award went to Gordon Carruthers, a state senator who fought Alabama’s construction lobbies and unions for a decade to pass a bill that set aside a percentage of state projects for minority and women contractors. One week before the big awards ceremony in Boston the story broke that for half of his thirty-year marriage Carruthers had been secretly living with his secretary in the state capital when the legislature was in session. “Finally it becomes clear,” wrote a Baptist minister, Carruthers’ unsuccessful opponent in three elections, to the Montgomery newspaper. “Now we know exactly what our man Carruthers has in common with old Jack Kennedy, and I don’t think it’s something decent people want to brag about.”

Caroline convened an emergency meeting of her Board. Opinion in the room split evenly between rescinding the honor and moving ahead with it, and nearly everyone seemed personally conflicted. Trish had listened quietly. Finally Caroline asked for her opinion.

“If we pull this award,” Trish said, looking squarely at each of the committee members in turn, “I believe we have to understand and be fully honest about why. Is it because we think he doesn’t deserve it? We know exactly why he was selected. There wasn’t even a close second this year, was there? So are we here talking about all this because those years of brutally hard work suddenly don’t matter, or because we’re afraid of embarrassing ourselves?” She picked up a three-ring binder and pointed to the logo on its cover. “This says ‘Profile in Courage.’ Not ‘Profile in Discretion,’ or ‘Profile in Perfect Judgment.’ From where I sit, Mrs. Schlossberg, if we cut Senator Carruthers loose now we’re not much different from all the political figures that your father didn’t find worth writing about.”

No one spoke. Caroline remembered exactly what she’d thought at that moment: This is the youngest person in the room. Maybe she just hasn’t had as many years to get confused as we have. Five minutes later the group unanimously reaffirmed the award.

Trish finished a graduate degree at the Kennedy School and moved to Denver for her first newspaper job. The women lost touch with each other. But the memory was strong enough that when the family was sitting together over the Fourth of July weekend to brainstorm a list of prospective biographers, Trish’s was the only name Caroline offered. As the interviews got underway Caroline gradually received the family’s proxy to make the selection. It wasn’t an explicit decision. No one needed to point out her unique position in the family now that her mother and John Junior were both gone. And she obviously had more energy for the project than anyone else. Trish’s demand for unlimited access to the family did create a small sales challenge for Caroline, especially with her Uncle Ted. Ted’s wife and staff carefully rationed his energy by keeping tight control of his calendar. Ted overruled their hesitation, saying yes to Caroline as he always did. He didn’t even ask her why she preferred Trish, who alone among the twenty applicants for the job was imposing conditions. He’d learned to trust Caroline’s intuition completely.

Now the women sat across from each other in Caroline’s main room. A few seconds passed. Trish smiled. “You’re supposed to say ‘I guess you wonder why I called you here,’” she said.

“I read the Dallas chapter,” said Caroline. Trish nodded. “It’s not what I was expecting.”

“Which was what?”

Caroline gestured towards the manuscript, which lay on a small table between them. “Why all the writhing around in the grit and the gore that day? Why go into Oswald’s mind like that? I don’t think I see—well, what is this book about, Trish?”

“It’s about your father,” said Trish. “It’s about why his life mattered.”

Caroline nodded. “Good. So what does Oswald worrying about exactly which moment to blow his brains out have to do with that?”

“It’s a starting point to convey the intense horror of that afternoon,” said Trish. “If the reader doesn’t get that, then everything that comes afterwards is going to sound like a fairy tale.” She stood up and started to pace. “So, I’m going to admit to you that I’m a little bit frustrated right now. There’s a reason I didn’t want to give you the manuscript yet. What you read in that passage won’t make it to the final draft. What I was using there was a technique from my magazine profiles. You’ve read them, right?”

“Of course. All of them, I think.”

“And I think you know that people say they capture a certain psychological undercurrent that other pieces miss. And excuse me for saying so, but that isn’t dumb luck. If I get deeper than others do, it’s because I start by setting an emotional anchor in a story’s pivot-point, and then revise and hone it with details from the research. Even if the literal narrative changes completely in the process, I still end up with more vibrancy than I would by starting with a jumble of facts and then connecting them end-to-end.” Trish sat back down, turning to face Caroline. “You know, it’s easier for me to do than it is to describe.”

“I don’t need any big description,” Caroline said. “Look, Trish, this is all very interesting, but what I want to know is where the whole bit with Oswald in the School Book Depository came from. If he was up there alone, how can you possibly know what was going through his mind?”

“Well, right now I don’t know, not for sure. What I can tell you is that it comes from an FBI agent who was sent down to Dallas after the shooting. I met him researching that profile on Audrey Coates when she was retiring as FBI director. This was one of the few people who didn’t think she walked on water, and one of the reasons is that she was sitting on a tape recording from Dallas that this guy thought should be declassified. According to him, Oswald made it back at his apartment just after the shooting, before the police picked him up. This agent told me he listened to the tape himself, and what you read in there”—she tipped her head towards the manuscript—“is his memory of Oswald’s own words.”

Caroline lifted the manuscript and set it in her lap. “Does that sound like something we want to completely rely on?”

“No,” said Trish. “It needs confirmation. I’m going to use FOIA to see if I can get the tape and listen to it myself, or find a transcript of some kind. If I can’t, I’ll dump the inner dialogue. But I’ll already have the bed seeded, and I’ll be able to write into it with the intensity we need.”

“But why?” asked Caroline. “Let’s say you get to listen to the tape and it checks out, just like you wrote it. Does that mean we have to use it? It reads like something straight out of Tom Clancy. Isn’t there enough of that around already?”

“Yes, there is,” said Trish, “and there’s a reason. People read Tom Clancy. What he writes is exciting. And so are parts of your father’s life, including this one. We’re not giving a true picture if we squeeze the excitement out to make sure we’re being serious and scholarly.”

“Listen, Trish—”

“No, let me say this. Think about this with me, Caroline. Have people asked you how it was possible for your father to do what he did in eight years? Of course they have, you’ve already told me that. It’s the basic question none of the other books answer, isn’t it? There isn’t just one single answer, but part of it was Dallas, without question. Dallas was the fuse for everything that happened afterwards, so we have to recreate the power of that one day, that one single hour. If this event from thirty-seven years ago, thirty-eight almost, doesn’t crackle off the page then there’s no convincing context for everything else.”

“You don’t think the bare facts crackle just fine without all the heavy breathing?”

“Of course they do, for you. Probably they do for anybody older than forty-five or so, you know, who remembers exactly where they were when they heard about it.” Trish lifted a chair from the dining table and turned it around so she could face Caroline directly. “Maybe I should tell you about my mother. Do you have time for this?”

“Of course I do.”

“Martha Addicott McColgan. Not quite Mayflower stock—the Addicotts didn’t get here until 1687, which made them wetbacks compared to the people she grew up with in Hartford, or that’s what she thought. She was twenty-five in 1963 and she has this story I’ve heard I don’t know how many times. She and my father had been married three years by then and they lived in New Haven, and she was slogging around eight months pregnant with me in the common room of their church—well, her church, which is another story—and she was in this meeting about the Christmas Toy Drive for poor children that she started and then organized every year practically forever. And the minister comes bursting in saying the President’s been shot, and they all crowd around the radio in his office, waiting and waiting to hear. She says it was the longest hour of her life.

“After a few minutes the minister took them into the Sanctuary and led them in prayer. She says she stood there watching them all bow their heads and close their eyes and she felt this kind of panic, thinking ‘I cannot abide John Kennedy. If I pray for him now, God will strike me down for the biggest hypocrite alive.’” Trish smiled. “Or so she says. She’s pretty dramatic. But then she says she closed her eyes and something happened. All her life she’d heard about ‘Hate the sin, love the sinner,’ but until that moment it was just words to her, she says. She calls that afternoon her ‘born-again experience’ with this tone that kind of makes fun of herself, because Martha is not quite your poster child for ‘born-again.’ But in that one hour it came to her that if she could pray for Jack Kennedy’s recovery and really truly mean it, maybe she knew something about Jesus’ love after all.”

“What was my father’s sin? The women?”

Trish’s head tilted to the right, then the left. “That didn’t help. But back then that was more rumor than anything people knew for sure, though with my mother—well, anything my mother suspects, she knows for sure. No, it was more the sin of sloth, or pride. To her your father was America’s most spoiled brat, carried from the cradle to the White House by other people’s money and other people’s bullying without lifting a finger himself. She was even convinced that the whole PT boat saga was something your grandfather arranged with paid actors and a big muddy swimming pool somewhere.” She laughed and shook her head. “The only campaign in her life she ever fully jumped into was the one to beat your father in 1960. She was the chair of something called Women for Nixon for half of Connecticut. It’s probably hard to get this when you don’t know my mother. See, she is Calvinist to the core. It just offended her in this sort of personal way that anyone could get to be the most powerful man in the world without showing one particle of character or fortitude.”

“Like Richard Nixon’s, you mean?”

“Well,” said Trish, “fortitude, anyway. Richard Nixon’s father didn’t buy him an election. He was a corner grocer, wasn’t he? Something like that.”

“So then not to put too fine a point on it,” Caroline said, “your mother hated my father?”

“Well, ‘hated’—my mother really isn’t a hater. It was hard to tell because sometimes she poured it on extra thick just to bait my father. My father was—you really have time for this?”

“Oh, come on, this is good,” said Caroline, “really. Maybe I should have found out all this before hiring you.”

“Or maybe not,” Trish said. “So he’s Paul McColgan. He’s ten years older than Mom. His parents were from Belfast and came here when he was three. He grew up in Hell’s Kitchen, right over there”—Trish tipped her head towards the west—“with enough to eat and not a crumb more. He dropped out of school at fifteen and was a journeyman steamfitter at twenty, and by the time I was born he was shop steward for half of Manhattan. Starting in the mid-fifties he spent his whole life organizing the trades. I’ve never known anyone who believed in what they did more than my father. He loved his work tremendously and he loved my mother. Still does. And he loved shoveling it back to her as good as he got it. According to him five minutes after they first met on the sidewalk watching the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade they had this big argument about what tune the bagpipers were playing and they decided never to stop.”

“It sounds so romantic,” Caroline said. “Having someone you can fight with all the time.”

“Oh, no, no, no, not all the time,” said Trish. “Only when they talked politics, probably not more than 95% of the time. The rest of the time they were sweet to each other as could be, really. But you have to understand, the 95% was great, too. They loved mixing it up. He’d call her a bloodless Brahmin snob and she’d call him a brainless mick and the first one to get mad loses. But their best talent by far is making up.” Trish raised her eyebrows and smiled. “Those two know how to make up.”

“That’s a little different than what I grew up with,” Caroline said. “So what do you think made it work?”

“I’ve thought about that a lot. I think they sort of decided they would take over each others’ doubting part, so that neither would have to be conflicted. Mom took charge of Dad’s doubting voice that said maybe there is some kind of natural aristocracy that rightfully lifted some people to the top of the heap, which is not something you let yourself think if you’re a labor bigshot, and Dad reached in and took on Mom’s misgivings about class privilege and how some people don’t get a fair shot. So they relieved each other of the gabbling cross-voices inside that drive us overeducated geeks crazy. So if that’s true—and the one time I asked my mother if this rang true for her, she rolled her eyes and snorted, so who knows—if that’s true, it’s natural they would want to hear each other through the shouting, because what each of them was hearing was an aspect of themselves that they didn’t want to explore.”

“Well, there’s arguing, then there’s arguing,” said Caroline. “Was it anything worth listening to? Did they know what they were talking about?”

“More often than not,” said Trish. “They couldn’t get enough of the news. Mom read the Times every morning, which Dad griped about—he told her if she ever wanted to lower her nose and understand how the world really was, the first step was to cancel her subscription. Though I noticed every time I went to his chair for a goodnight kiss, he’d be reading that morning’s Times. And just about every week night, unless Dad was out at a meeting somewhere, they’d sit down and watch Walter Cronkite together.”

“Now that part does sound cozy.”

“They were ridiculously cute together. They still sort of are. And when it came to your father, they both did their part. Mom exaggerated how much she loathed your father for Dad’s benefit and he exaggerated how much he liked him for hers.”

“So what does she think about you writing this book?”

“Well, that’s the thing,” Trish said. “She’s thrilled about it. She came to think your father was the best President we ever had, better than Ike even, who she met because he was one of her uncle’s closest friends. That’s the point, Caroline, that’s why I’m telling you all this. Dallas changed everything. Before then Mother was dead-certain your father was itching to personally hand the whole country over to Khrushchev in a big red ribbon. But afterwards, after that hour of prayer that really was a big deal to her, she started feeling something. It was—I guess it was his resolve. It’s so interesting, she’s cold as a fish yet has this way of feeling things. Then the color of his politics didn’t matter to her anymore. She says she was wrong about him, that there was a complete man, a complete, strong man inside after all. This is from a woman who, I promise you, does not say she’s wrong about things. See, the thing about my mother—” Trish paused, interrupting herself with a sharp shake of the head. “No need to go there. But what’s interesting is how my father’s respect for him deepened, too. He had voted for him in 1960—he would have soaked himself in gasoline and lit a match before voting for Nixon—but it was hard getting comfortable with Joe Kennedy’s son. But by the time he left office, both my parents thought he was a truly great man. And just that alone makes him unique.” Trish nodded as if just realizing something herself. “The truth is that’s why I wanted to write this book.”

Caroline nodded. “Yes. Alright. But still, what’s the purpose of all the blood and guts? How come your mother needs to read all that?”

“No she doesn’t, you’re right. Thanks for getting me back to the point. I didn’t write Dallas this way for her. She doesn’t need it. She felt it then and it stuck. But to people my age and younger it’s just a page in school books. That’s not enough to explain the sixties and what’s come since. And we still won’t understand it if we slide over Dallas as just this horrifying near-miss. The facts by themselves, the chronology from the police logs or news clippings don’t do it. What was most important that day wasn’t cold facts.” Trish shook her head. “You know, I’m not explaining this very well. I think maybe you could understand if you talked to my mother. She might make it clearer than I can about Dallas.”

Caroline nodded. “That’s fine. I think I’d like to meet her.” Caroline picked up the manuscript and leafed through it backwards. “But, Trish: ‘If I squeezed right now I’d blow his forehead straight across the back deck of his limo. One little squeeze, ka-blam, adios, Jack’?”

Trish frowned. “Yes. Well, I hear you, Caroline. And if I’m not able to track that down, we won’t use it. I can’t say for sure now, because this is, stop me if I’m repeating myself, this is a first draft. The first draft is where you have to try things out if you’re writing something alive, Caroline, instead of stopping every other sentence and deliberating whether or not you’re doing it the best possible way. That’s for later.”

The two women considered each other for a moment. “Caroline, if I sound peeved I’m sorry. I think I’m frustrated trying to communicate the scale of what we’re doing here. The notion that you have about your father’s size in our history isn’t something you made up. I want to convey it to everyone who reads this book, and I don’t think we can if we play it linear and safe. And if we don’t shoot for a full-size portrait, if we don’t even try, what’s the point of adding one more biography to the shelves?”

They looked out over the sun-drenched city. Caroline stirred. “I wonder what Dad would say if he read this.”

Trish smiled. “He might tell us to stop worrying and carry on. Just think back to what he said himself about the time in the White House years, what he made sure to include in his presidential library, the way he pulled your uncle out of the fire by pushing him to tell the whole truth after Chappaquidick. He might say don’t sugar-coat a single word, don’t you think?”

“Well,” Caroline said. There was a quiet moment. “Well, maybe. Remind me to tell you about the Joe Gene sometime. Not today, though. Let me just keep reading and see how you weave your weird magic to get to where you say we’re going.”

“Perfect,” said Trish. “All right. Just call me when you’re done so we can schedule some serious interview time. I really need you to fill in some holes.”

When Trish emerged from under the awning of Caroline’s building ten minutes later she was stunned again by the beauty of the morning, now almost over. She wanted more time outside, and she was hungry. She’d been too anxious to have more than a cup of coffee for breakfast. She remembered a delicious take-out stand all the way down in Battery Park and imagined the savory taste of pad thai on a bench at the water’s edge.

A staircase at the corner of Caroline’s building led Trish fifty feet above the ground to OneRail’s lower-level platform. She looked uptown just as the cone-shaped nose of the electric shuttle came into sight. It hushed to a stop in front of her. When the glass doors quietly opened a very black man in a caftan and an elderly couple stepped out as Trish stepped in.

Five minutes and four stops later Trish stepped off at the World Trade Center Platform. As she descended the stairs to the WTC Green she purposefully looked toward the JFK Memorial. There it was, a small octagon with no walls and eight limestone pillars supporting a bronze cupola, set precisely in the center of the plaza between the Twin Towers. She watched a trickle of people leaving each tower, the front edge of the lunch crowd. She tilted her head back and lifted her gaze straight up the buildings as far as she could. Their reach seemed endless. She wondered if Caroline might happen to be looking at the Towers at that same moment, and if she was how different they must look in the center of the silent vastness.


4 CHAPTER FOUR

CAROLINE WASN’T LOOKING. She was reading.

Robert F. Kennedy peered down on the broad band of the Mississippi from the military jet’s auxiliary cabin. The river’s brown dullness shined molten white for one second as the plane crossed the late-afternoon sun’s angle of reflection, then darkened again. He looked back down at the matrix he’d sketched on his yellow pad.
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And of course there were all the possible combinations. Which ones could figure out how to work together? A little Murder on the Orient Express, maybe?

Bobby let his head fall against the headrest, his energy gone all at once. The day had ravaged him. After his rush to the White House he sprinted down the hall to the West Wing, blasting past Evelyn Lincoln and into the Oval Office. Pierre Salinger and Dean Rusk sat dazed on opposing sofas with a television rolled into the space between them. Ted Sorenson, friend and principal speechwriter, stood behind the President’s desk, talking on the phone. He opened his free arm in a broad greeting as he saw Bobby enter. “Yes,” he said into the receiver, “he just walked in.”

Bobby barely slowed his run. “Who is it?” he asked.

“It’s Phelps,” said Sorenson. Tim Phelps was number two at Secret Service, Director of Field Ops. “He’s at the Hospital.”

Bobby snatched the receiver to his ear. “Phelps!”

“Yes, sir.”

“What the fuck have you done? You tell me! Where is he?”

“He’s just out of surgery and hasn’t woken up yet, sir. They have him on the floor just above me. We have it secured, and the First Lady is with him.”

“Hasn’t woken up yet? What does that mean?”

“The doctor just came out a minute ago, sir, to tell us he’s going to be fine.” A pause. “Did you hear me, sir? The President is fine.”

The knot of terror holding Bobby together came undone. He fell into his brother’s chair. Phelps kept talking, describing the moment of the bullet’s impact — he’d been walking slightly behind and to the left of the President’s car. He repeated Jack’s quip on the race to the hospital (“You know, maybe I can say Dallas doesn’t love me”) and described how Loew, another agent, had pressed his palms against the Governor’s wound to slow the bleeding.

“What was he doing in an open fucking limo in that hellhole, for Christ’s sake?” Bobby asked.

They had the bubble ready at the airport, Phelps told him, but the President —

“Jesus. He wouldn’t use it, would he? Jesus,” Bobby rubbed his eyes with a thumb and forefinger. “Look, I want to talk to him.”

A pause. “To the President, sir?”

“‘To the President, sir?’ Who else would I mean, Phelps?”

“Sir, he’s recovering —”

“Phelps. I want the President. Now.”

Phelps went off the line. As Bobby waited Sorenson came behind him and laid a hand on his shoulder. Bobby looked up with wet eyes. “He wouldn’t use the fucking bubble, Ted.” Sorenson nodded. “God, can’t he ever give it a rest?”

“Mr. Attorney General?” said a new voice on the line. “Sir, I’m Dr. Burroughs, I’m Chief of Medicine here. The President is still under sedation and he will be for a while. I wonder if there are any questions I might be able to answer?”

“I have a hundred questions, Doctor, but just tell me, is he all right?”

“Well, let’s be clear, sir. The President has been shot two times, and they weren’t scratches. They’ll take time to heal. But we’re very pleased at how this is going.”

“Very pleased. Sure. Doctor, what I need to know is that my brother is absolutely 100% out of danger, that there is no chance he won’t recover from this.”

“Around here we actually don’t care much for 100% predictions, but we like every sign we see right now.”

Bobby considered asking to talk to Jackie. That would slow things down. “Doctor, I will be there in exactly four hours to see my brother. Please have him ready. Thank you very much.” He slammed the phone down. “Gentlemen, I’ll be on Instant Access from this moment on, and if anything comes up you think I might need to hear, then I do. We are being watched by all of them right now.” He turned to Sorenson. “Ted, where’s Lyndon?”

“He’s down there. He’s with them. Lyndon’s the one who wanted this whole fence-mending trip, remember?”

Bobby nodded slowly. “Yes. I remember.” He came out from around the desk and walked to the door. “I’ll call each of you tonight. You call me with anything that develops. Anything. I mean it.”

Ted Sorenson picked up the phone Bobby had just used and pressed a button. “Mrs. Lincoln? Ask the Pentagon to have a transport ready at Andrews in half an hour to fly the Attorney General to Dallas, please.”


5 CHAPTER FIVE

At the moment Bobby’s plane lifted off from Andrews Air Force Base, Lee Harvey Oswald sat in the basement of central police headquarters in Dallas with two detectives and FBI Special Agent Alex Taylor. His face was lumpy and blotched, purple and yellow.

“Is there a whole lot more time we’re gonna waste here, son?” asked the detective at the head of the table. His top button and tie were loose and his white Stetson rode all the way back on his head. “We got what we need on you already, that’s not the problem. But you decide that instead of just signing right there on that there line” — he nodded to a paper between him and Oswald — “that you gonna make us march through the whole damn enchilada, after you done already killed the Governor then went and shot one of the finest officers of the law this here department ever had, you do all that and then you still want to make this hard as you can on us all…” The detective shook his head sadly, unable to find words for how foolish that would be.

“Look,” Oswald said, “this little line you want me to sign says I admit killing them and tried to kill the President, all on my own.” He was jabbing the paper with his finger. “Who was it told you I was stupid? I sign this and you’re done with me. You lock me in some hole until one night you march me to a little room and fry me. Do I look that stupid to you?”

Oswald turned his swollen face to Special Agent Taylor. “Or to you, maybe? Look. I have one chip to play in this game. One, that’s it. There’s a string I’m holding with the other end tied to some beaners that aren’t exactly cane-cutters, if you know what I mean, guys with friends you don’t want to piss off. And if you don’t know what I’m talking about then the shit-for-brains in this room is not me. I’ve got one chip, and you’re telling me to just toss it out, bluppp.” He lobbed an invisible chip onto the table. “That’s what you’d do in my shoes, is that what you’re telling me? Just one little chip. But it’s the biggest one on the table, okay?” Oswald rubbed the palms of his hands together and tilted his head back slightly. “Now, like I said, I could use a smoke. Somebody get me some smokes. Now.”

Special Agent Taylor left the room to find the cigarette machine.


6 CHAPTER SIX

“This is a complete butt-crunching mess,” J. Edgar Hoover said.

“Needless to say?” asked Clyde Tolson.

“Can you tell me please how this could come out any worse? Just tell me, so I know.” Hoover was tapping the telephone earpiece against his forehead. As he talked his eyes stayed fixed on the television. The scene was shifting back and forth between the site of the shooting and the front of Parkland Hospital, where someone in a crisp white coat was answering questions. “You realize what they’ll do with this, don’t you?” He jabbed the telephone receiver toward the set like a pointer. “They’re going to hang it on us. That’s what they’re going to do. Those two pervert preppies know what we think of them.”

“You’re right, they do,” Tolson said. “They know because you practically tell them every chance you get.”

“We need something,” Hoover said. “We need a big something.”

For almost a minute the only sounds were the drone of the television, Hoover’s raspy breathing and the bony tap of the phone against his forehead.

“The Company,” Tolson finally said. “If CIA wasn’t in on this they know who was. Absolutely. They have to.”

Hoover made a wet sneering sound. “Oh, thank you, Clyde. That just solves every goddamn thing, doesn’t it? I’ll just call McCone right now. I’ll call and say ‘John! How have you been, old pal? We really have to catch up over a drink after work sometime, don’t we? Listen, while I have you on the line, you wouldn’t happen to know who shot the boss down in Texas? Just curious, you know.’ That would be the ticket, don’t you think?”

Tolson shrugged. “We could ask.”

“Jesus, Clyde. See if you can follow me on this, alright? I’ll try to speak slowly. McCone and I can only get our work done because of questions we don’t ask each other. We quickly figured out we could either blow out each other’s brains or stay out of each other’s pants, which needless to say only works as long as we respect each other.”

“I think you mean fear each other.”

“Yes, I do. And if I call McCone he’ll think I’m desperate.”

“Well.”

“Well?”

“Well, we are desperate.”

“Oh, sure, I forgot, we have to be sure he knows that, too, so when I call remind me to tell him that I’m completely desperate here!”

“Ed,” Tolson said, “easy. Just, easy. There’s a possibility that things will change after today, don’t you think?”

“Of course things’ll change, you halfwit. This is the chance those punks have been waiting for. Jack will want my ass, and if he doesn’t yet he will after goddamn Joe sits him down and tells all his lies. That crap-mouth bastard’s been after me for thirty years.”

“So what? He hasn’t gotten you, has he? They want you sitting here about as much as you want them in the White House. But they’re still there and you’re still here, right? We’ve weathered worse than this before, Ed. So maybe you could just relax?”

“Clyde. Shut up.”

Hoover’s back-up phone rang on his desk. He grabbed it. “Hoover.” Clyde watched carefully. “Well, Special Agent Taylor, what do you know? You’re where?” Hoover shifted the mouthpiece to make a loud aside to Tolson. “Clyde, guess who this is? It’s Special Agent Taylor calling from the basement of the Dallas PD where he’s having a little chat with the President’s shooter.” He swiveled the phone closer to his mouth. “What? Oh, really? Clyde, Special Agent Taylor is buying a pack of Lucky Strikes for the President’s shooter. How goddamned nice of you, Agent Taylor.”

Hoover was standing now, pinching his cheek again. Tolson could hear a murmur on the other end, too muted to make out the words. “You’re —” Hoover started to say. “You’re quoting him exactly? ‘Not exactly cane-cutters’? That’s what he said? Mmm. Certainly. Of course, Agent Taylor. No, I don’t. This is not a major problem at all. Listen, we still have a dirty guy down there, the stripclub guy — you know, the Jew? No, no, no, I don’t need to hear his name, no, but he has a special reason to want us happy, right?” A long pause. “Exactly. I couldn’t have said it better. Why don’t you find a way to let him know that he has an excellent opportunity right now to make us happy. Tell me if you understand. You do. That’s excellent, Agent Taylor. Yes, needless to say. No, no that’s all for now. Why don’t you take those cigarettes back to — what’s his name? Fine, why don’t you take those Lucky Strikes back to Mr. Oswald now? I’m sure he could use all the luck he can get right now, aren’t you? Yes. Yes, call here at exactly noon tomorrow my time and report on the considerable progress you will make between now and then. Indeed. Needless to say. Good afternoon, Agent Taylor.”

Hoover sat down and hung up. He nodded towards the television. “Turn it up,” he said. Tolson stepped over to twist a knob. A man with a microphone was standing on Elm Street, pointing up the face of the School Book Depository. As they watched, the scene changed to the front steps of the Capitol Building in Austin where another sleek reporter was explaining that somewhere inside Lieutenant Governor Preston Smith had just finished taking the oath of office to succeed John Connally.

For the next week America watched its President begin to heal. The lobby of Parkland Hospital was taken over by broadcast and print reporters from all over the world. An update was delivered every hour during the day by Pierre Salinger and every three hours through the night by his deputy. Usually there was no change from the previous report, but the news that their President would recover was so bracing that Americans couldn’t hear it often enough. People planned their days to be near a television as much as they could. Antennae sprouted like mushrooms on top of stores and office buildings across the country.

Eric Neuhausen of Wallace University’s School of Broadcasting has called these few days “without question television’s most significant historical moment. The shock of seeing this young President gunned down, the painful fear of losing him and the profound relief at his survival all fueled a need for personal human connection that was at the same time national (emphasis added). It was a moment both tribal and modern; we had to be with the entire tribe that this President led, all of us and all at the same time. Television was the miracle that made that paradox possible, and from that week on it claimed a deeper place in our psyche and in our homes.”

From this shared emotion flowed a shared feeling for the man. However divided the view of John Kennedy might have been before he passed through Dealey Plaza, this hair’s-breadth escape from national catastrophe connected him to nearly every American. “He comes home,” Walter Cronkite said in a live December 1st broadcast of the presidential party’s move back to the White House from Dallas, “to a nation inspired by his strength and courage.” The cameras tracked the black limousines through the gates and up to the North Portico as Cronkite continued. “He comes home wrapped in a national outpouring of gratitude and relief.”
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