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For Vicki, my true compass on this voyage.
      

   
      
“My bounty is as boundless as the sea,



My love as deep… for both are infinite.”

      
—William Shakespeare

   
      
I lay on the bowsprit, facing astern, with the water foaming into spume under me, the masts with every sail white in the moonlight,
         towering high above me.
      

      
I became drunk with the beauty and singing rhythm of it, and for a moment I lost myself—actually lost my life.

      
I was set free!

      
I dissolved in the sea, became white sails and flying spray, became beauty and rhythm, became moonlight and the ship and the
         high dim-starred sky!
      

      
I belonged, without past or future, within peace and unity and a wild joy, within something greater than my own life, or the
         life of Man, to Life itself!
      

      
To God, if you want to put it that way.

      
—Eugene O’Neill, Long Day’s Journey into Night
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About Twelve

   
      
PROLOGUE

      
The Torch

      
2008

      
It was on the sunny spring day of Tuesday, May 20, 2008, that I emerged from a medicated drowsiness in a Boston hospital bed
         and looked up into the face of a doctor who explained to me in a somber way that I was about to die, and that I had best begin
         getting my affairs in order and preparing my friends and family for the end.
      

      
As I lay in that hospital bed, my friends and neighbors on Cape Cod were just then getting their boats ready for the summer
         cruises and races. I intended to be among them, as usual. The Boston Red Sox were a good bet to defend their world championship.
         There was a presidential primary campaign in progress. My Senate colleagues were pushing forward on our legislative agenda.
         I had work to do.
      

      
No. As much as I respect the medical profession, my demise did not fit into my plans.

      
I was hardly “in denial” that I faced a grave and shocking threat to my life. The first symptoms of what would prove to be
         a malignant brain tumor had struck me three days earlier. They’d descended on me as I padded toward the kitchen of the Hyannis
         Port house that has been the center of my life and happiness for most of my seventy-six years. I was intent on nothing more
         than taking Sunny and Splash, my much-loved Portuguese water dogs, for their morning walk. My wife, Vicki, and I had just
         been chatting and having our morning coffee in the sunroom.
      

      
Life seemed especially good at that moment. The sixteen years of my marriage to Vicki had been good ones. Her acute understanding
         and love of me had made her my indispensable partner in my life. We shared countless joyful hours aboard my antique wooden schooner Mya, including nights of sailing along the coast, guided by the stars. Vicki had given me such a sense of stability and tranquillity
         that I had almost begun to think of life in those terms—stable and tranquil. But never boring. Certainly not with this funny,
         passionate, fiercely loyal, and loving woman.
      

      
Vicki and I had enjoyed an especially exhilarating winter and early spring. On January 27, thrilled and inspired by Barack
         Obama and the hope he embodied, I took the podium at American University in Washington to endorse his quest for the presidency.
         The best hopes of the past and present converged around me. My niece Caroline Kennedy stood at my back, alongside my own son
         Patrick and the candidate himself. The crowd roared its approval for my message. And I felt myself lifted—with a renewed optimism
         for my country, and by the unexpected notes of an old bugle, calling me once again to the campaign trail. Other years, other
         hustings, other adventures swept out of the past. “It is time again for a new generation of leadership,” I declared to the
         cheering crowd in front of us, as another voice echoed down the corridors of my memory: Let the word go forth from this time and place, to friend and foe alike, that the torch has been passed to a new generation
            of Americans…
      

      
I felt joyous and exuberant through the inevitable exhaustion of the Democratic primary campaign, as I had felt in Wyoming
         and West Virginia in 1960 for Jack, and in Indiana and California in 1968 for Bobby. “No one said we couldn’t have a little
         fun!” I shouted to a Latino crowd in San Antonio before belting out “Ay Jalisco No Te Rajes” in my version of Spanish. I had
         so much fun that I sang it again in Laredo. By mid-May, Obama had won the crucial North Carolina primary and had taken the
         lead in committed delegates. Some commentators were declaring the race already over. I certainly intended to keep on campaigning
         for him through the late spring and summer, but there was time to steal away for a few sails on Nantucket Sound.
      

      
On May 16 I took part in a ceremony at a favorite historic site of mine, the New Bedford Whaling National Historical Park,
         where I joined Massachusetts congressman Barney Frank and others to cut the ribbon at the Corson Maritime Learning Center.
         Barney and I had secured appropriations for repairs and other improvements to the building after it was damaged in a 1997
         fire. I felt especially good that day, and threw away my prepared remarks to speak from my heart about my love for New Bedford,
         and the sea, and for the connection to our history that the park represented. Vicki told me afterward that Barbara Souliotis,
         our dear friend and the longtime chief of staff of my Boston office, who was sitting beside her, turned and whispered, “He’s
         really on today!” I certainly felt “on.” Change was in the air. And tomorrow, Vicki and I would enjoy our first sail of the year.
      

      
But that next morning, everything changed.

      
I had just meandered through the living room and had come within two steps of the grand piano that my mother, Rose, used to
         play for the family more than half a century ago as we gathered for dinner. Sometimes Jack, young and thin in his customary
         rumpled pullover, would stand at about the spot where I passed just then, and sing a solo to Mother’s accompaniment.
      

      
Suddenly I felt disoriented. I moved toward the door leading to the porch, where several spacious chairs face the lovely prospect
         that I’ve known since childhood: a view to Nantucket Sound and the several masted boats at anchor in the nearby harbor. “Well,”
         I told myself, “I’ll just go outside and get some fresh air.”
      

      
I didn’t make it outside. Everything seemed hazy. I walked past the front door and into the dining room, where I lowered myself
         into a chair. That’s the last thing I remember until I awoke in the hospital.
      

      
I learned later that I’d been discovered almost at once by Judy Campbell, our household assistant. Judy called out for Vicki,
         who was still in the sunroom, waiting for me to return. When Vicki saw me, she ran to my side and instructed Judy to call
         911, and then my physician in Boston, Dr. Larry Ronan. As she waited for the local rescue team to arrive, Vicki wedged herself
         into the chair beside me and cradled my head. I was not aware of it then, but she held me tenderly, kissing my cheek and patting
         me and whispering, “You’re going to be okay.”
      

      
It took just four minutes for the first responder to arrive. He was a Hyannis police officer who told Vicki, “I was an army
         medic,” to which my wife blurted, “Oh, thank God! Come in!” The paramedics arrived about half a minute later. No one knew
         how to diagnose me. They suspected a stroke. They prepared me for transportation—this took some time—and took me to the Cape
         Cod Hospital, where I was deeply sedated while they performed initial tests. Vicki was in constant contact with my doctors
         in Boston, who were in turn in contact with the Cape Cod team. The Boston doctors dispatched a medevac helicopter to transport
         me to Massachusetts General Hospital. In fairly short order, I was airlifted to the hospital in Boston. Vicki, meanwhile,
         continued to focus on the necessary tasks. Sitting in the car while I was being readied, before we even left home, she phoned
         as many members of our combined families as she could reach. “The second I called 911,” she explained to me later, “I knew
         that this was going to be on the news, and I didn’t want everyone close to us to find out that way.” To every family member
         who asked Vicki, “Should we come?” she replied, “Yes. Yes. You’ve got to come.” Then, as the chopper hurtled through the air
         on its half-hour flight to the hospital, Vicki hitched a ride there with the Hyannis fire chief, Harold Brunelle, who is a
         good friend of ours. She continued calling family members all the way to Boston.
      

      
I came out of sedation in the late afternoon. It took me a while to realize where I was; I had no memory of anything after
         sitting down in my dining room in Hyannis Port. It soon became clear I was in a hospital room, and I was happy to see Vicki’s
         large hazel eyes studying me with obvious love and anxiety. The immediate cause of my collapse had been a generalized seizure
         brought on by the deeper affliction. Every muscle in my body had contracted severely, and I was in extreme pain.
      

      
The children poured into the room that evening. I savored their embraces, and we ordered in chowder from Legal Seafood and
         watched the Red Sox game on TV.
      

      
A biopsy the following Monday confirmed that I had a brain tumor—a malignant glioma in my left parietal lobe. Vicki and I
         privately were told that the prognosis was bleak—a few months at most.
      

      
I respect the seriousness of death—I’ve had many occasions to meditate on its intrusions. But I wasn’t willing to accept the
         doctor’s prognosis for two reasons.
      

      
The first was my own obstinate will to carry on in the face of adversity, one of the many habits of discipline that my father
         instilled in me and all of my brothers and sisters. We were taught never to give up, never to passively accept fate, but to
         exhaust every last ounce of will and hope in the face of any challenge. This was almost certainly the teaching that led our
         eldest brother, Joe Jr., to volunteer for a highly dangerous flying assignment near the end of World War II, one that in fact
         cost him his life. It fueled Jack’s determination to stay alive as he floated in the Pacific after his patrol torpedo boat
         was rammed and sunk by the Japanese. And I am convinced that it accounted for the life force and cheerful resolve of our beloved
         sister Rosemary, who pursued laughter, games, travel, and social affairs well after it became clear that nature had placed
         severe limits on her intellectual capacity.
      

      
The second was the way the message was delivered. Frankly, it made me furious. I am a realist, and I have heard bad news in
         my life. I don’t expect or need to be treated with kid gloves. But I do believe in hope. And I believe that approaching adversity
         with a positive attitude at least gives you a chance for success. Approaching it with a defeatist attitude predestines the
         outcome: defeat. And a defeatist’s attitude is just not in my DNA. Anyway, I’d heard this brand of doom speak before. As hard
         as it was to hear the news about my own illness, it was nothing compared to the body blows I’d suffered when two of my children
         had been diagnosed with particularly lethal forms of cancer. When Teddy Jr., then twelve, discovered the lump below his knee
         that turned out to be bone cancer back in 1973, our doctors warned us that very few people survived this form of the disease.
         We were determined that Teddy would be an exception. His leg had to be amputated and he endured two years of the most painful,
         taxing medication and therapy. But as I write this, Teddy is a happily married forty-seven-year old businessman and lawyer,
         and the father of two beautiful children. And then in 2002 my daughter Kara was diagnosed with “inoperable” lung cancer. She
         faced slim odds of survival, the doctor told us. As with Teddy, the family refused to accept this prognosis. We were told
         that every doctor we would consult would say the same thing, and I recall saying, “Fine. I just want to hear every one of
         them say it.” But when I brought together a group of experts in the kind of cancer Kara had, they didn’t all say the same
         thing. She did have an operation and aggressive chemotherapy and radiation. My wife, or I, or both of us, accompanied her
         to her chemotherapy treatments. I prayed for Kara, as I had for Teddy Jr., and frequently attended daily mass. Kara responded
         to my exhortations to have faith in herself. Today, nearly seven years later as I write this, Kara is a healthy, vibrant,
         active mother of two who is flourishing. And so, fortified with experience and our faith, Vicki and I decided once again to
         fight. I would live on for as long as I could. And in electing to live on, I would offer myself as an example to those struggling
         with the unacceptable news that there is no hope.
      

      
Vicki and I began to develop a plan of action. “Let’s just take it one step at a time,” we told one another.

      
The first step was to sail. Sailing, for me, has always been a metaphor for life. But on Wednesday, May 22, the day I left
         Massachusetts General, as Vicki, the dogs, and I stepped aboard Mya, docked and waiting for us at the pier in Hyannis Port, our sail was more than a metaphor: it was an affirmation of life. Mya cut smartly through the sparkling waters of Nantucket Sound under a brisk wind—the same waters on which Jack had taught me
         to sail more than sixty-five years earlier. Everything seemed back to normal, except for the crowd of cameramen and reporters
         who awaited us onshore.
      

      
The culminating event of my hiatus on the Cape was the annual Figawi regatta on Memorial Day. In this spectacular season-opening
         race, some three thousand sailors in two-hundred-odd boats of all sizes compete in various divisions in a race from Hyannis
         to Nantucket and then, two days later, back again. Vicki and I, Teddy Jr. and his wife, Kiki, and our usual crew of good friends
         had won our division on the race back from Nantucket to Hyannis the previous year. I’d itched for the chance to defend my
         title, even after the symptoms struck; but my wise first mate was understandably hesitant. But when the weather report predicted
         clear skies and a strong southwest breeze for the almost due north race course back from Nantucket to Hyannis—perfect conditions
         for a schooner like Mya—Vicki smiled at me and said, “Let’s do it.” It was a glorious day. For the sake of the historical record, I will note that
         Mya finished second, with a crew that included Vicki, daughter Caroline, daughter-in-law Kiki, sons Teddy Jr. and Patrick, and
         our old friend Senator Christopher Dodd of Connecticut.
      

      
While we were sailing and digesting the news, we had asked our dear friend Dr. Larry Horowitz to line up a team of doctors
         to consult with us. Larry Horowitz is a Yale Medical School graduate and my former chief of staff, who had also served as
         staff director of my Senate subcommittee on health in the late 1970s. Larry immediately tapped into his vast network of contacts,
         and began feeding us advice on doctors as well as state-of-the-art medical centers. He brought them all together for a meeting
         in Boston.
      

      
I welcomed the doctors who had assembled from around the country to advise us. “I want to thank you all for coming,” I told
         them. “I want to approach this in a way that makes sense. I want to be prudently aggressive. And I want this process to be
         helpful to others. If I can show that there is hope for me, perhaps I can give hope to all those who face this kind of disease.
         I want to do that. I want to give people hope.” By the end of the meeting, we had decided on a plan for surgery, followed
         by chemotherapy and radiation. Unlike some cancers, mine would be treated like a chronic disease, requiring continued treatment
         after the initial phase that Vicki referred to as “shock and awe.”
      

      
We headed to Duke Medical Center in Durham, North Carolina, for surgery a couple of days later. Vicki recalls that I was on
         the phone nearly the entire trip, asking my Senate colleagues on the committee I chaired to help shepherd through some particular
         pieces of legislation that were important to me. I asked Barbara Mikulski, the able senior senator from Maryland, to take
         the lead on the higher education bill. To Chris Dodd I turned over the work on mental health parity. I conferred with Speaker
         of the House Nancy Pelosi on some of the issues that we were working on with the House. I didn’t want to leave unfinished
         work on the table. My personal affairs were in order, and I suffered neither dread nor anxiety. I intended to beat this thing
         for as long as I could. But it didn’t hurt to have all my bases covered, just in case.
      

      
The surgery accomplished everything the doctors had hoped. And as Vicki and I headed happily home to Hyannis Port a week later,
         we began planning our steps toward a secret goal that she and I had agreed upon the very day we committed to the surgery:
         if everything went as expected, we would travel to the Democratic National Convention in Denver and I would address the delegates.
      

      
Being able to speak at the Democratic convention in August, as I had done at so many conventions past, became my mission and
         stayed in the forefront of my mind during my radiation and chemotherapy treatments that summer, as Vicki and I made the round
         trip by car from Hyannis Port to Boston five days a week for six weeks. The timetable was in our favor: radiation would end
         in July, and we’d been told that I could expect to regain much of my energy after that. The convention was to be at the end
         of August. It made for an ideal goal. I have always been a person who schedules his time, and I always try to be on time.
         Having open-ended free time makes me restless. I suppose you could say that preparing for the convention was also part of
         my recuperation that summer.
      

      
And so I embarked on a summer of rehabilitation, sailing, and planning to rejoin my fellow Democrats at the moment of their
         great celebration. I sailed nearly every day. Teddy Jr. delighted me by setting up his office in Jack’s old house, nearly
         next door to us, and moving in along with Kiki and their children, Kiley and Teddy III. Kara and her two children, Grace and
         Max, also spent most of the summer on the Cape. Patrick was there a lot, as much as the congressional schedule allowed. Curran
         Raclin, Vicki’s son and my stepson whom I had helped raise since he was nine, was working in Boston and often just drove down
         for dinner. Caroline Raclin, the newly minted Wesleyan graduate, was a frequent visitor. My sister Jean even rented a house
         in Hyannis Port for a while. And of course Eunice and Ethel and lots of nieces and nephews were already there. I decided that
         I was finally going to indulge my passion for Four Seas, the legendary ice cream that is freshly made on Cape Cod only in
         the summer. I may be the only patient in the history of Massachusetts General who went through both chemotherapy and radiation
         and gained weight!
      

      
I soon began work on my convention speech, asking my longtime friend and old speechwriter Bob Shrum to come talk to Vicki
         and me. I knew essentially what I wanted to say at the outset, and Bob and Vicki and I have a synergistic way of working together.
      

      
As the summer lengthened, I felt my strength returning, just as the doctors had predicted. Still, there was no medical guarantee
         that I’d be able to follow through on my hope. We decided to keep this project a secret, but of course speculation eventually
         mounted that I might attend the convention.
      

      
We flew to Denver on Sunday, August 24, the day before the convention opened, in a chartered jet. With us were my internist
         Larry Ronan and some close friends and family members. Inside the private apartment in Denver that we had rented, my aides
         and I began a run-through of my speech on a teleprompter. After a minute or two I held up my hand. “You know, I really don’t
         feel well,” I said. I felt a sharp pain in my side and we didn’t know what it was. I was taken to a hospital, where I was
         surrounded by three doctors, all of them, coincidentally, named Larry, which would have been funny if I hadn’t been in so
         much pain.
      

      
Unbelievably, after making it through brain surgery, radiation, and chemotherapy and meeting my goal of being ready and able
         to address the delegates in Denver, I had been struck, out of the blue and for the first time in my life, with a kidney stone.
         As the doctors prepared to administer a very powerful pain medication, my wife, who is usually unflappable in a crisis, burst
         into tears. “If you give him pain medicine, then you will have made the decision for him about speaking tonight. You can’t
         take away his ability to make this decision for himself. He’s worked too hard for this night.” After doing a back-of-the-envelope
         calculation on how long the medication would stay in my bloodstream, the doctors assured her that it would be out of my system
         in time for me to speak, though, as they later told us, they did not think I would be feeling up to speaking in any event.
      

      
Now doctors from all over Denver had begun to descend on my room, Larrys and non-Larrys alike. A neurologist arrived, and
         a urologist, and several other -ologists. I welcomed them all, of course; but Vicki’s preoccupation (and mine) was not diagnosis,
         it was the danger of overmedication and overpowering sleep well past my schedule for appearing at the Pepsi Center.
      

      
We were not vigilant enough. A nurse gave me more pain medication when no one was looking. The doctor had not yet changed
         the orders in the chart to reflect our private conversations. Vicki, shall we say, remonstrated with her. Yet there it was,
         the sleep-inducing drug, coursing anew through my system. How long before it would lift?
      

      
“What do you think?” I asked Vicki drowsily.

      
“You can just go out and wave,” she replied. “Just go out there with the family and wave.”

      
But I had not come all the way to Denver just to wave.

      
We worked on a compromise: Shrum cut my prepared remarks down to about four lines, in case my deep drowsiness persisted. Then,
         assuming the best—which by now was not as good as I’d hoped—he cut the original in half. That would be the version I would
         give if I was strong and awake enough to speak at any length at all.
      

      
The convention’s opening gavel was scheduled for 6 p.m. At around 4:30, I awoke and told Vicki, “I probably ought to get up
         now and see if I can walk and not fall flat on my face.” I made it from my bed to the end of the room. “I think I’ll go back
         to sleep now,” I said.
      

      
I didn’t sleep long. We would have to leave for the center no later than 6:30 if we had any hope of being on time. I had not
         had the chance to rehearse my remarks on the teleprompter and had not seen the text in two days. Nor would I again until I
         spoke it. We showered and dressed at the hospital. Someone was combing my hair as the aides stared at their wristwatches;
         someone else was wrapping my hand in an Ace bandage, to conceal the intravenous line still implanted there.
      

      
Larry Horowitz was on the phone with the Pepsi Center. They needed to know which version of the speech if any to put in the
         teleprompter. I said the original one that I had rehearsed at the Cape, but Vicki and Larry persuaded me that Shrum’s abbreviated
         version was probably a better idea.
      

      
“Let’s go,” I said. The three Larrys—Ronan, Horowitz, and Larry Allen, a wonderful young doctor we had met when I had surgery
         at Duke who had coincidentally moved to Denver—escorted us to a waiting van. Vicki and I sat in the middle seats, between
         the driver and the doctors. We sped off toward a convention hall I’d never been in, and a stage whose contours I did not know,
         to give a version of a speech that I had never seen. Even the full speech had become the stuff of distant memory.
      

      
I can handle this, I kept telling myself. I can handle this.
      

      
My niece Caroline Kennedy gave a beautiful and heartwarming introduction. After a spectacular film produced by Mark Herzog
         and Ken Burns, we heard the announcer’s voice: “Ladies and gentlemen, Senator Edward Kennedy.” This was it. Showtime.
      

      
My wife walked with me out onstage and to the podium, held my face, and kissed me. And then she went to sit with the rest
         of our family. I could feel myself start to settle down.
      

      
And so on Monday evening, August 25, 2008, I fulfilled my personal dream that would never die. “It is so wonderful to be here,”
         I declared to the cheering delegates. “Nothing, nothing was going to keep me away from this special gathering tonight.”
      

      
I acknowledged the friends and family members in the hall: the people who had stood with me through the successes and setbacks,
         the victories and defeats, over the decades. I then made a vow that I would be on the floor of the United States Senate in
         January 2009 to continue the cause of my life—affordable health care as a fundamental right.
      

      
“There is a new wave of change all around us, and if we set our compass true, we will reach our destination—not merely victory
         for our party, but renewal for our nation.”
      

      
As I approached my conclusion, the final phrases of my speech demanded a high note—a bugle call. They were a conjoining of
         John F. Kennedy’s words and my own. I took a breath and gathered my strength, as Jack’s words and mine converged:
      

      
“And this November, the torch will be passed again to a new generation of Americans.

      
“And so with Barack Obama—for you and for me, for our country and for our cause—the work begins anew, the hope rises again,
         and the dream lives on.”
      

      
It is that passing of the torch and that living dream that have inspired me to write this memoir. For several years, long
         before the prospects for my longevity had abruptly come into question, I had been building an archive of my memories, both
         personal and political, through an oral history project at the University of Virginia. I also had more than fifty years of
         personal notes and diaries that I kept. I’d supposed that they would be useful in an account of my life.
      

      
As I grappled with the dire implications of my illness, I realized that my own life has always been inseparable from that
         of my family. When I sit at the front porch of our Cape house, in the sunshine and sea-freshened air, I think of them often:
         my parents and my brothers and sisters, all departed now save for Jean and myself. And each alive and vibrant in my memory.
         I remember how each of us, distinct and autonomous from one another though we were, melded wholeheartedly into a family, a
         self-contained universe of love and deepest truths that could not be comprehended by the outside world.
      

      
My story is their story, and theirs is mine. And so it shall be in these pages.

   
      
PART ONE

      
Family
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John F. Kennedy Library

   

CHAPTER ONE

Safe Harbor

1941

The bridle paths on Cape Cod are mostly old cranberry roads. Deep underground, clear waters help feed a vast aquifer system. The wet, peaty terrain is among the best in the nation for cranberry-growing, and as I look at it from the air, flying home after a week in Washington, this fertile swath of land can resemble a pink-and-green patchwork quilt in harvest season.

I rode on horseback along those peaceful bridle paths with my father when I was a small boy, on summer mornings in 1941, just months before America entered World War II. My father wore flannel shirts and scuffed horseman’s boots on those rides, and looked about like any other fellow on Cape Cod who liked to ride horses.

A year and a half earlier, in another place, I had seen my father in different attire, different circumstances: wearing a tall black hat and black cutaway coat, and getting in and out of limousines with important-looking men, many of them with bushy white mustaches, who wore similar black clothes and serious expressions. The Kennedy family was in London, where my father was ambassador to the Court of St. James’s. I was seven then, and understood dimly that a big war was happening, and that it might come to London soon, and that my dad was working very hard to prevent this. He could not prevent it, and we all came back home. Now America was on the brink of war. I understood that my two eldest brothers were thinking about enlisting.

I understood these things, and yet they were abstractions, fleeting elements in the half-real, half-dreamed universe of a small boy’s mind. None of us, perhaps excepting my father, could anticipate what the war would mean to us: the terrible sacrifices it would exact within our family. Not even my father could imagine the centrality of the Kennedys in the postwar world: the struggles of Jack, and then Bobby, and then to some degree myself, to build upon our country’s military victory with victories for social justice and democracy.

The plaid-shirted figure on horseback in front of me on those morning rides was not—and never would be to me—primarily an American diplomat, or financial titan, or motion picture producer, or source of exotic legend. He was my father.

Such was the perspective of the boy on the trailing horse.

From my vantage point as the youngest of the nine Kennedy children, my family did not so much live in the world as comprise the world. Though I have long since outgrown that simplistic view, I have never questioned its emotional truth. We depended upon one another. We savored food and music and laughter with one another. We learned from and taught one another. We worshipped with one another. We loved one another. We were mutually loyal, even as we were mutually competitive, with an intensity that owed more to joy than to an urge for dominance. These values flowed into us on the energies of Joseph and Rose Kennedy. They helped us form bonds among one another, and to develop personalities based on those bonds, to an extent that remains to this day underappreciated by the chroniclers of my family. They sustain me still. They lie at the heart of the story I wish to tell.

I was nine years old in that summer of 1941, the final summer of the familiar world into which I was born. I was not clear why we had all come back home from England, but I was happy that we had. I was too young to fully understand that my father had resigned his ambassadorship. I was certainly too young to comprehend that he’d resigned because he had offended some people in England by saying that the British might not be capable of fighting a war against Germany. It would have been news to me that Dad had displeased President Roosevelt with these same remarks. Or that when he was away from the Cape house that summer, in New York and Washington, he was trying to persuade other people to join his effort at keeping America out of the war. Or that, despite their differences, Joseph Kennedy continued to support Franklin Roosevelt as president.

I just knew that on weekends, he and I would ride horseback together on the Cape, and that was all I really cared to know.

It’s hardly surprising that these facets of my father’s life were unknowable to me as a child. If my father were alive today, there are things I would like to ask him—about his relationship with FDR and his government service—but I’ve rarely investigated the myths surrounding him. Perhaps other sons and daughters of towering personalities might find it familiar: his presence within the family eclipsed nearly everything else about him. In some persistent region of my mind, Joseph P. Kennedy remains to me, eternally and solely, my dad. Just as I remain the ninth and youngest child of all the Kennedys.

Dad was always an early riser. At around six o’clock, I’d blink awake to a rap on my bedroom door on the second floor of our house at Hyannis Port, followed by, “You can come riding if you are downstairs in five minutes!” He meant exactly that. If I were late, he would be gone. I was seldom late.

Dad always bought his horses in Ireland, big Irish hunters that were strong and calm. Most times it was just the two of us, and I savored these chances to have him all to myself. Bobby was never interested in riding. Jack liked it, but he sometimes suffered asthma attacks afterward, and concluded that he was allergic to horses. Joe Jr. loved to ride, but he tended to gallop off on his own.

My father’s horse was named Swifty. I rode Blue Boy, an old and gentle animal that all my brothers had ridden in years past. If it was harvest season, the cranberry-hauling pickup trucks would ramble along the roads and keep the vines at bay, and Dad and I could ride side by side. After the trucks left, the vines would quickly overtake the road again, and we’d ride single file. Sometimes in high summer they grew so fast that my father assigned me the task of clearing them away again, and this gave me the chance to plunge into one of those clear, chilly ponds for a quick swim. Other times, at low tide, I’d drop behind to gather up some of the clams that had ridden in on the waves: succulent Northern quahogs and sweet surf clams.

My father was a complicated man, and during our rides I came to know different sides of him. His temperament was never hard to discern. If he was in a cheerful mood, he would talk freely in his high, Bostonpitched staccato, and our conversations could be rich and animated: how well (or not) I was performing at school or at sports, a book he wanted me to read. If he was preoccupied, he’d be introspective and mute, his reddish hair aglow and his rimless glasses glinting in the morning light, with only the clop-clop of our horses to break the silence. Most typically, Dad liked to wax philosophical, thinking out loud about the family.

“The summer of 1941 was the last one that our family would ever have together,” my mother has written.  *   Is that literally true? Were all eleven of the famously in-motion Kennedys ever together under the Cape house roof that year? I can’t recall, but Mother usually had her facts straight. In any case, I can look back and see all of them as they might well have been on a given weekend morning, each one distinct yet a part of the whole; absorbed in the moment, wondrously alive.

Their familiar bedlam would be pouring through the windows as Dad and I returned from our ride, me still tingling from the chill morning air and my father’s coveted companionship, avid for breakfast, imitating his stride. We would hear their raucous, contending voices and laughter, their high-spirited insults and their tramping on the stairs, as telephones rang, dogs barked, radios blared, and some passing virtuoso banged out a few notes on the living room piano en route to somewhere else. A visitor once recalled being startled by “so many young people… who looked alike when they grinned and managed to keep the atmosphere in the house at a fever pitch.” Well, that was our family.

Joe Jr., rugged and magnetic, might have been locked in an early-morning duel of wits with Jack—these two were archcompetitors in a family of competitors. If Jack managed to outdo him at chess or in one of the word games he loved, “Categories” maybe, Joe tended to retaliate with a little friendly muscle. But as competitive as they were with each other, they were unbeatable when united: in 1938, the two of them crewed together to win the intercollegiate sailing championships on the waters off Annapolis.

I looked up to my older brothers. “Hero worship” wouldn’t be too far off the mark. As long as I can remember, I wanted a boat so I could sail the way they did. They were my earliest sailing instructors, and they encouraged me more than they even knew. I did my first solo sailing under their watchful eyes. “You can go as far as that boat anchored over there, Teddy, then sail back to us… Stay inside the breakwater… Let me see you tack… Now gybe…”

I remember one July at the Cape when the cook had baked a big beautiful birthday cake for Joe, slathered with chocolate frosting. Joe loved chocolate frosting, so he sneaked into the kitchen while the cake was cooling, scraped all the frosting off the surface and sides, and sculpted it into a little pile on the side of the platter so that he could eat it all when the cake was cut. Jack was watching this. As soon as Joe left the kitchen, Jack charged in, scooped up the pile with one hand, and raced outdoors. Joe heard the commotion and lit out in pursuit. He chased Jack all the way to the end of the breakwater, where Jack dodged and ducked around a small navigation beacon, trying to balance the pile of warm chocolate in his hand, while Joe tried to trap him. Jack was rescued by Eddie Moore, Dad’s secretary, before Joe could close in.

We competed in every conceivable way: at touch football, at sailing, at skipping rocks, and seeing whose seashell could float the farthest out to sea. We competed at games of wit and information and debate. We competed for attention at the dinner table, which meant a good deal of boning up: entry stakes for those conversations amounted to a substantial mastery of the topic under discussion. It is no accident that copious research and preparation have defined my methods as a senator: I will not champion a bill or a cause, no matter how complex, until I have understood it well enough to satisfy the standards my father set for table talk.

Competition, of course, is the route to achievement in America. As I think back to my three brothers, and about what they had accomplished before I was even out of my childhood, it sometimes has occurred to me that my entire life has been a constant state of catching up.

By “catching up,” I mean with my own life and with the members of my family. I don’t mean that I felt envious of any of them; I loved and respected every single one. I mean that they set an extraordinarily high standard for living a life in general, and in particular in public service. So from the very beginning I started really behind the eight-ball. My brothers and sisters were already on a very fast track. I was the ninth of nine.

There was no question of catching up to Joe Jr. in that summer of 1941. At twenty-six, he had already started to prepare himself for a career in politics. He had attended Harvard and the London School of Economics, and had served as a delegate to the 1940 Democratic National Convention in Chicago. There, he showed his independent streak by backing James A. Farley for the nomination against an unprecedented third run by Franklin D. Roosevelt, whom Joe Sr. continued to support despite their complicated relationship.

Dad respected his son’s decision. He respected all our decisions that were not frivolous. His scrupulous neutrality regarding our life choices stands counter to one of the more persistent myths about the Kennedy family: that our father had somehow “designated” all his sons for office at the highest levels of government, starting with the presidency for Joe. This is simply not the case. My eldest brother’s political ambitions were entirely his own, as was another ambition that ran even more sharply against our father’s grain.

In agreement with Dad, Joe had made anti-interventionist arguments in his two years at Harvard Law School. But now, convinced of America’s inevitable involvement in the war, Joe had dropped out of law school and put his political plans on hold to join the navy as an aviator.

Less than a year earlier, in October 1940, in a national radio address endorsing Franklin Roosevelt for reelection and at the same time pleading for American neutrality in the war, Joseph Kennedy Sr. had reminded his listeners, “My wife and I have given nine hostages to fortune. Our children and your children are more important than anything else in the world.” Yet he uttered not a murmur of protest at his eldest son’s decision, nor at Jack’s that same summer.

Joe would commence training in the fall and earn his wings the following year. Then he would be sent off to England, and from there to the British coastal skies, headed for Europe, and then on to eternity.

In an essay for a privately printed book of reminiscences about Joe, which he edited, Jack wrote, “Joe did many things well, but I have always felt that he achieved his greatest success as the oldest brother. Very early in life he acquired a sense of responsibility towards his brothers and sisters, and I do not think that he ever forgot it.” Joe, too, saw the family as his world, and Jack understood this.

Jack also saw our eldest brother as something of a puzzle. “I suppose I knew Joe as well as anyone,” he wrote in that essay, “and yet, I sometimes wonder whether I ever knew him. He had always a slight detachment from things around him—a wall of reserve which few people ever succeeded in penetrating.”

Jack, twenty-four that summer, might well have been describing himself. I cannot deny that he had qualities that made him enigmatic to some. He read more books than any of us, and perhaps the ideas in them drew his attention inward. I served in Washington—all too briefly—with Jack in the early 1960s, when he was president and I was a senator. In this sense we were adults together, and colleagues at the pinnacle of public service. Yet I always looked up to Jack. He was more than a revered older brother to me. He was almost a second father. In fact, he was my godfather, a role he had requested in a letter to our mother, written from Choate in 1932, shortly before I was born. “Can I be Godfather to the baby?” he asked. Rose Kennedy gladly consented. She held to the theory that godparents should play active roles in guiding younger children. Nearly fifteen years in age separated us, which meant that my childhood self saw him as a grown-up, and that perception never really changed, bolstered by his god-fatherly enthusiasm.

Jack claimed a broad mandate. Delighted that my arrival was February 22, the birthday of our first president, he waged an unsuccessful campaign for me to be named George Washington Kennedy. He invented wondrous games for us from the simplest objects on the seashore. Scallop shells became “floaties,” or tiny racing yachts. Sometimes Jack and I would play “football” without a football. I would run a pass pattern as if I were the receiver and he the quarterback. But instead of throwing a pigskin, Jack would bat a softball on a line into my outstretched hands with the accuracy of Sammy Baugh of the Washington Redskins. Later he taught me to sail. He was my mentor, protector, wise counsel, and constant friend.

Jack was bedeviled by health challenges for all of his life, but he refused to let illness slow him down for long. He was resilient enough to play junior varsity football at Harvard, work as a ranch hand in Arizona, and sail competitively in Hyannis Port and elsewhere. He was fearless enough to tear around Europe in his own convertible in 1937; and, amid the tensions of 1939, to explore the Soviet Union, the Balkan countries, parts of the Middle East, Czechoslovakia, and Germany, returning to London on September 1, the day Germany invaded Poland. The book that resulted from these travels—an expansion of his Harvard senior honors thesis and titled Why England Slept—was published in 1940 and became a best-seller.

Jack would occasionally send us “mementos” of his travels, and some of these were rather exotic. During one of his Arizona visits, my brother decided that his Doberman pinscher was getting to be a nuisance, so he crated the dog up and shipped him back to the family in Hyannis Port, with special instructions for me to look after him. A delivery truck brought the dog to our house from the railroad station. A note fixed to the crate read, “My name is Moe and I don’t bite.” When I looked at Moe through the slats, I was glad for that news, because Moe was one big, muscular dog.

I opened the crate. Moe bounded out of the cage, gave me a glancing nip, knocked me over, and bounded full speed down the lawn. He circled a bit and then made for the McKelvey house next door. Johnny McKelvey, a boy a little younger than me, was standing in his yard, his eyes riveted on Moe. Moe bore in on Johnny and sent him flying like a tenpin in a bowling alley. Johnny started to bawl. His nanny came rushing out of the house and screamed, “Get up, Johnny! Get up! Your mother doesn’t want you to ruin those nice new pants! You’re getting a grass stain on them!” Johnny couldn’t stop howling. Moe, meanwhile, was having a hell of a good time. He came charging back up to our house, tongue and tail waving. The delivery truck man, a true profile in courage, crouched, spread his arms, and somehow managed to grab him. Dad had been monitoring all this, and had reached an executive decision. “Put him back in that crate and ship him back!” he ordered me. I was happy to oblige; it gave me a rare chance to tease Jack. I wrote him a note back on the crate: “This dog that doesn’t bite just jumped out of his cage and bit me. Teddy.”

My eldest sister, Rosemary, was twenty-three in 1941. Luminously pretty and round-faced, with a widow’s peak, dark brows, and a great smile that dimpled her cheeks, Rosemary was the one sibling with whom all the others were unfailingly gentle. Her affliction, diagnosed as mental retardation, left her struggling to comprehend things as quickly and as clearly as other people. She was a sweet and loving human being.

Rosemary enriched the humanity of all of us. Our sister Eunice seemed always to be near her, helping her through simple childhood games such as dodgeball, inviting her along and giving her assignments in sailing races. As she grew into adolescence, Rosemary knew she could count on Jack or Joe to escort her to dances at the Yacht Club at the Cape, or to the Stork Club in New York. I looked out for her too, when I could, though I was fourteen years younger—she was my godmother, after all. Dad wrote affectionate letters to her from abroad, and Mother actually altered her own handwriting from the swirling “fine Spencerian hand” on which she’d prided herself, to a simpler style that imitated typographical print, so that Rosemary would have less trouble following it.

But in the fall of that year, our father, concerned that Rosemary’s condition would pose insurmountable dangers to her as an adult woman in the world, listened to doctors who assured him that a new form of neurosurgery would greatly benefit her and improve her quality of life. The doctors were wrong, the surgery further injured Rosie, and my parents were devastated. I, of course, knew and understood nothing of what had happened. Rosemary spent her remaining sixty-three years mostly in comfortable supervision at her home in a Catholic community in Wisconsin. Over the years, through her regular visits to Eunice’s home or her summer days on Cape Cod or wintertime in Florida or Thanksgiving at Jean’s, Rosemary remained a loving and inspirational presence in our family, not just for her siblings, but for the next generations too.

If Kathleen happened to be at the Cape with us, there’d be a touch of stardust in the house. Kathleen, twenty-one in 1941, had already made a glittering debut into London society before the king and queen in 1938, the year Dad arrived there as ambassador—a debut that she shared with Rosemary. Admirers of all ages and nationalities trailed in “Kick’s” wake. She’d returned to America and completed two years at Finch College in Manhattan. She spent a good deal of time on the Cape that summer, before signing on as a reporter and reviewer at the Washington Times-Herald.

The war soon spoke to Kick’s sense of duty, as it had to that of Joe Jr. and Jack. In 1943 she would put aside her reporter’s notebook and mink coat and recross the Atlantic to London to join the grim, vital mission of the American Red Cross.

Eunice, lanky, athletic, and intense at twenty, might have been trooping up to the house from the tennis court after an early-morning match with a friend, a barrette clinging to her tousled hair. “Keep up your tennis and your golf,” Dad instructed her from London in 1940. “I am still going to make a champion out of you.” A champion she became: tennis player, swim team captain, and superb competitive sailor, winning many races at the Cape in those years. Eunice’s famous drive, which she applied to good works in her adult life, may have been prompted in part by a wish to emulate Joe Jr. and Jack. She remarked in later years, “To us they were marvelous creatures, practically god-like, and we yearned to please them and be acceptable.”

Pat might have been curled on a sofa in her robe and bobby sox, flipping through a copy of Variety or Photoplay as Dad and I headed into the house. She was seventeen in 1941, and dreamed quietly of the Hollywood glamour world that she would one day be a part of. She agreed with Kick and Eunice that in Joe Jr. and Jack the family had its own bright stars. “To us they were heroes, young gods,” she once reminisced, echoing her sister.

Our father’s career as a movie studio investor and producer in the 1920s and ’30s inspired her. After directing and acting in several plays at Rosemont, Pat became a world traveler and travel writer, a producer for the beloved singer Kate Smith, and, in time, part of the Hollywood scene herself. She married the British screen actor Peter Lawford in 1954.

Pat always had a good eye for detail. In a 1946 diary entry, she gently lampooned Winston Churchill, who stayed at our Palm Beach house while in America to receive an honorary degree from the University of Miami: “We hadn’t been in the house long before Winston appeared downstairs with an enormous cigar, bare-footed in his dressing gown, complaining as to whether quarter to ten meant quarter to or past. Mrs. C. calmed him [and] he went upstairs.”

Multilayered, deeply religious, Bobby was loving and warm beneath his famously aggressive exterior. He was a collector of stamps in those early days, small and shy, a stubborn struggler in the classroom and on the playing fields. A resolute youthful reader of “serious” books: The Crisis, The Hurricane, and Men Against the Sea in one stretch of 1939. A year before that, he’d composed an essay about himself, probably for a school assignment:



I am thirteen years old, and about five feet two inches tall. I have got a lot of freckles. I have hazel eyes, and blond hair which is plenty hard to keep down because I have many licks, and so much of it. I am not very fat, but fat enough….

I have a pretty good character on the whole, but my temper is not too good. I am not jelous of any one, I have a very loud voice, and talk alot, but sometimes my talk is not very interesting.




My tablemate at breakfast—at a small separate table a short distance from the big family one—would likely be my sister Jean, the closest of the children to me in age. This arrangement did not necessarily thrill Jean. She was thirteen then, and yearned to be included among the older siblings privileged enough to sit with Mom and Dad. So did I, if truth be told, but the rules were the rules. Occasionally another sister would take pity on Jean and say, “I’ll switch with you.” No one ever said that to me.

My family’s future ambassador to Ireland was a tender and shy little girl. She looked to Joe Jr., her godfather, for special attention among the elders, and Joe provided it. After the loss of him, it was Jean, in a wide-brimmed white hat and floral dress, who in 1945 would christen the destroyer USS Joseph Kennedy Jr. It was Jean who would introduce her Manhattanville College roommate Ethel Skakel, lively and prankish at seventeen, to the twenty-year-old Bobby, and then subtly steer the two toward one another until Bobby “got it” and married Ethel in 1950.

Also at the Big House, as we called it, and nearly as much “family” as we nine children, would be the Gargan kids—Joey, Mary Jo, and Ann. These were the children of Joseph F. and Agnes Fitzgerald Gargan, my mother’s sister. After Agnes’s death in 1936, my parents took the small trio into the Kennedy household for summers and school vacations. Joey was eleven in 1941, two years older than me, but he was my constant chum. Dad and Mother took good care of them and saw that they were interwoven into the family’s fabric.

The small figure who held us all together might have been arriving at the house just as Dad and I were. She’d have stepped out of the blue two-door coupe that she drove to and from morning mass at St. Francis Xavier Church despite barely being able to see over the top of the steering wheel. Unlike the rest of us, my mother would have been dressed in a way befitting respectable society, in a tilted broad-brimmed straw hat and floral dress, her earrings and pearls in place, a small purse held tightly in her two gloved hands.

Both of my parents were deeply religious, and the family prayed together daily and attended mass together at least weekly. Yet it is Rose Kennedy, mainly, to whom I owe the gift of faith as the foundation of my life. It is a core factor in my understanding of who I am.

My own center of belief, as I matured and grew curious about these things, moved toward the great Gospel of Matthew, chapter 25 especially, in which he calls us to care for the least of these among us, and feed the hungry, clothe the naked, give drink to the thirsty, welcome the stranger, visit the imprisoned. It’s enormously significant to me that the only description in the Bible about salvation is tied to one’s willingness to act on behalf of one’s fellow human beings. The ones who will be deprived of salvation—the sinners—are those who’ve turned away from their fellow man. People responsive to the great human condition, and who’ve tried to alleviate its misery—these will be the ones who join Christ in Paradise.

To me, this perspective on my faith has almost literally been a lifesaver. It has given me strength and purpose during the greatest challenges I have faced, the roughest roads I’ve traveled.

Mother was also our Pied Piper into the world of knowledge and ideas. She led us on educational outings to museums and concerts, to Concord and Bunker Hill and the Old North Church, rattling out improvised math challenges to us along the way. (“What is two plus two, subtract three, then add two?!”) She was our unflagging grammarian and standard-bearer of decorous speech. Woe unto those of us who neglected to use “whom” after a preposition! Once Mother wrote to me, “I noticed you are quoted as using the word ‘ass’ in several expressions. I do not think you should use that word. I am sure you realize it really does not look very well in print.” I was forty years old and a senator when she sent that one. It still hangs on my Senate office wall. Still later, she nailed me again: “I just saw a story in which you said: ‘If I was president.’ You should have said, ‘If I were president’… which is correct because it is a condition contrary to fact.”

She was moderator of our topical dinner table conversations, the topics—geography one night, the front-page headlines the next—announced in advance on cards that she wrote out and pinned to a billboard near the dining room. She was the disciplinarian of all our headstrong impulses, and was sometimes strict: spankings and whacks with a coat hanger were in her arsenal, as were banishments to the closet. On one such expedition, I stood in the darkness feeling sorry for myself, until I realized I was not alone: Jean was standing beside me, serving out her own time for some infraction of the rules.

But Mother was also the tender index-card archivist of the small moments, the letters, notes, and remarks that were the lifeblood of our family. “Having barrels of fun,” I once cable-grammed her from the Riviera. “Send money for more barrels.” She kept that one, and hundreds like it.

Through all of this, the house on Marchant Avenue in Hyannis Port was the Kennedys’ safe harbor. My father liked to say that “home holds no fear for me.” We understood what he meant. We knew that we could always always come home, that we could make mistakes, get defeated, but when all was said and done, we would be respected and appreciated at home. Dad himself had no fear because he knew in his heart that he was working hard for the family; he was doing everything he possibly could to show us how to lead constructive lives. But at the end of the day, it was up to each of us to carry out what he’d taught us. This was the abiding philosophy at the Cape house. And so it remains today for Vicki and myself, and everyone in the family who comes to stay with us.

We were just incredibly close, all of us, through all our younger years and after. And even though the Cape house was our base, and you’d think we would be restless to get away from it now and then, explore other places, that was not the case. Our whole lives were centered in this one place. We didn’t really go out to other places to play. We didn’t go off to other kinds of events. It was all here, all here: all the playing, all the enjoyment, all the fun.

For me, it still is. And always shall be.

The original structure was built in 1902 and known then as the Malcolm Cottage. My father rented it in 1926, while his growing family still lived in Brookline, Massachusetts. Dad bought the cottage and enlarged it two years later, as a summer retreat. My own earliest memories of “home” revolve around the house in Bronxville, New York, where I lived most of the time in my early years; but in 1941, Dad closed the Bronxville house down. In the decades that followed, as fate and fortune scattered us to far-flung cities and ports of call, it was the Hyannis Port house, paradoxically, that grew in its stature as our center.

It was the place from where I strode proudly on summer days into the surrounding neighborhood of graceful houses, with their pitched cedar roofs and shutters and gardens bursting with flowers, to pursue my career as a wage earner. I delivered newspapers and sweated and struggled behind those old manual lawn mowers to supplement my allowance of ten cents a week, eventually raised to a quarter.

It was the place where we could and did play practical jokes on one another, and on our dear mother, who was always a most satisfying victim. My favorite running prank was to find a pair of Jack’s shoes, the dirtier the better, and place them smack dab on the polished top of Mother’s grand piano. This would drive her absolutely crazy. She’d always come in and spot the shoes as if it were for the first time, and start in on Jack—didn’t he know where to put his shoes? Didn’t he know the piano was not the place for them? This joke, and Mother’s clockwork response, continued while Jack was president, Bobby was attorney general, and I was a senator.

Even Jack’s presidency didn’t buy him much slack around the Cape house. Not many weeks after his inauguration, he was a bit fatigued as he joined the rest of us for our usual weekend at Hyannis Port. He slept in late on Sunday morning in his old first-floor bedroom—until he heard the footsteps of our father ascending the stairs after the eleven o’clock mass at St. Francis Xavier Church. Realizing that he was just seconds from being caught and scolded for missing mass, the president of the United States threw himself out of bed, yanked on a pair of pants, sneaked out of the door, hightailed it toward the garage, and scrambled over our neighbor Rodger Currie’s fence to safety.

Just a few final random memories, now, of life in that sanctuary in those sweet summers before the war:

In the evening before dinner we’d gather in the living room, where my mother would play the piano. She played with great delicacy and finesse. She’d come downstairs at 6:30 and seat herself at the keyboard, and she’d play until the family had formed. Then she’d stop and the conversation would begin.

Once in a while Jack would drift into the room from vigorous games out of doors after changing into a clean shirt, an absolute requirement in my parents’ home. When a lull softened the general din, he might nod to Mother, and then begin to sing, alone, to her accompaniment. My brother had a fine voice—a fact that very few people know. One of his favorite tunes was “September Song.” Jack could imitate the gravelly voice of Walter Huston, who’d made it famous on Broadway, and still project the ballad’s aching tenderness.



And the days dwindle down

To a precious few

September

November…



Sometimes Jack would sing that song directly to me.

At dinner, we would often sit down to platters heaped with clams and lobsters. We were not assigned seats, but Mother and Dad always sat in the same places. We each had a napkin, and that napkin was expected to last the entire week. If it suffered any stains—which of course is what napkins are designed to do—too bad. One a week. I had two or three important roles in our summer dinners. It was my special task to head down to the shore with two buckets and return with enough salt water to cook the shellfish. Another chore was to bring home fresh water from the pump at the golf course. Two of Dad’s mealtime passions were good tomatoes and fresh water. Finally, if our dessert was ice cream, it would be ice cream that I had churned, by turning a handle for about forty-five minutes, over a bucket of ice. I was one of the few fellows who could claim that ice cream made me physically fit!

Our noisy dinner table always bore the foods of the seasons. When the corn was in, we had corn on the cob. And then we had corn pudding, and then we had cornbread. Every meal seemed made of corn. And when the blueberries came in, everything was blueberry: blueberry pie, and blueberry shortcake, and blueberry muffins. The same with the strawberries. And of course the cranberries.

But whatever dishes were set before us, the one “menu” item that never varied was conversation. After grace, ideas and information would start to flow. The spirit was generally upbeat but always informative.

Only rarely did the talk grow heated, and even then it had its comic side. I recall one mealtime when Joe Jr., who had recently traveled in Russia, began to wax enthusiastic over what he’d seen there. Joe was reliably his father’s son when it came to economics and politics, but he’d been more than a little naive in his reaction to the way the Soviets described their system. “You know, there’s something interesting about that communism over there,” he declared to our father. “This idea of ‘each according to their need, each according to their ability’…” That was as far as he got. Dad set his knife and fork down. “When you sell your car, and sell your boat, and sell your horse, you can talk to me about that,” he exploded at Joe, “but otherwise I don’t want to hear any more about it in this house! ” And boom! up he got, and out the door he went. The kicker was that as my poor brother sat there openmouthed, my mother said to him, “Joe, you shouldn’t upset your father.”

After dinner, toward sunset, my father liked to retire to his porch on the second floor and sit in the corner by the window that looks out into the harbor and the lantern that was there. He would read into the late evening. But he’d also keep a lookout for his younger children as we trudged home from one last sail or game of tennis or flashlight tag. If you were “it,” and if you shone a flashlight on a hiding child, they were out. Jack continued playing flashlight tag with the younger children as president.

A variation of flashlight tag, which we also played into adulthood, was a game we called Murder. We’d play with all the kids and adults and use the whole house at the Cape. Someone was “it,” and if they tagged you, you were dead, but then you became the Murderer. The goal was to hide from the Murderer so that you were the last person not tagged. One night, Congressman Jack Kennedy was the second to last person tagged and he couldn’t find the last person, who had crawled in Mother’s hat box shelf. That person was Lem Billings, Jack’s loyal lifelong friend whom he’d met at Choate. Since they couldn’t find him, Jack proposed that everyone go to a movie. When we all came back two hours later, we found Lem still in that closet, covered with sweat and still waiting to be caught.

As children, we’d have to be home from our games by the time the streetlights came on, and of course as the summer days got shorter the lights came on earlier and earlier. If any of us arrived late, we’d pick up the gaze of Dad’s steely blue eyes at about thirty yards, and then whatever excuses we’d invented would melt by the time we got to the door. Dad could see everything that was happening from that chair in that room. Everything in the world, it sometimes seemed.

Down in the basement was a small movie theater, with projector and screen, that Dad had installed. Through his Hollywood connections he could get new movies before they were released to the theaters. We saw the Walt Disney feature cartoons like Dumbo and Snow White. Dad knew Walt Disney, who gave him several of his paintings, renderings of his cartoon characters. For a long time we had those paintings on a wall of our house in McLean, Virginia.

Later we’d watch adventure films: Four Feathers, the 1939 film about a young British officer who has to disprove his reputation as a coward during the invasion of North Africa. I think it is one of the great movies of all time, along with Call of the Wild and Captains Courageous. I loved the latter movie so much, in fact, that when Vicki and I adopted a new puppy recently, we named him Captains Courageous. I loved movies about the sea, and about men at war.

Later on, Dad would screen some romantic movies—but at the moment when the lead characters would start holding hands, he’d call out, “Teddy! It’s time for you to go to bed!” Jean wasn’t much luckier. Just as they got to the embracing and kissing stage, she’d hear that voice of his: “Jean, you’ve got to go up to bed!”

The cranberry fields are smaller now than they were in 1941—as is every childhood image when seen through a grown-up’s eyes. But my favorite boyhood vista from our porch in Hyannis Port has not diminished. This is the shoreline, where the shallow waters of Nantucket Sound lap peacefully, then draw back toward the open sea. Tied up on the beach, in my memory, its flat stern bobbing in the surf, is a little boat.

When I was six, Joe and Jack began teaching me to sail in that little boat. They introduced me to the wind and the tides and the currents, and my life on the sea was under way.

The boats grew larger over my lifetime, and I ventured farther and farther from shore. I sailed alone, I sailed with my own family, I sailed in regattas, I sailed with political leaders and celebrities who were my guests. I’ve sailed with just about anyone I could get onto the boat with me. I took up painting, first with acrylics and later with oils, to pass time with Jack when he was recuperating from back surgery in the 1950s, and then again while I was recuperating from an injury in the 1960s, and most of my canvases have been of sailing boats, including my cherished antique wooden schooner Mya, and of the sea, and of harbors, safe harbors.
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