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Dedication

For Betty Louise; I’m sorry it took so long.

And for Mom and Dad, for everything.





Epigraph

She didn’t understand that rain will gather in lakes on the roof of a house when the gutters are full, and she might have remained safe in her ignorance if she hadn’t suddenly discovered a crack in the wall.

—Gustave Flaubert, Madame Bovary
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Prologue

Early Morning, Wednesday, July 9, 1969

Tomorrow, or maybe the day after, everyone will know what I’ve done. Who I am.

The story will start in the Italian scandal sheets, in Gente and L’Espresso, then land in London at the Mirror and the Sun. It will crackle across the Atlantic on underwater cables—I imagine monstrous, bottom-feeding fish gaping snaggle-toothed, appalled, at the report of my depravity as it speeds past them—and by the time it crawls from the sea at New York Harbor or the Chesapeake Bay, my story will have evolved into something much more dangerous than mere gossip: it will be news.

The New York Times, the Washington Post; my tale will pick up stakes and head west to the Dallas Morning News and the LA Times. At dinner parties and after-work drinks, at industry events from DC to Hollywood, my name will be in everyone’s mouths, crunched and swallowed between the crushed ice and maraschino cherries of their juleps and Manhattans.

And by the time it reaches Walter Cronkite’s trusted lips on Evening News, someone will have come to get me.

I say all this, or some muddled, meandering version of it, to the men sitting across from me on my hideous terra-cotta velvet sofa.

It’s not my sofa, actually—I would’ve done it in a nice, neutral bouclé, if it had been up to me. Or I might’ve had it reupholstered in one of those satiny, mint-green Venetian damasks like they have at the Cipriani Hotel. David took me there for a night, once, at the end of our honeymoon. We had Bellinis overlooking the Venetian Lagoon and swam in the beautiful saltwater pool on the terrace; you can see all the way to St. Mark’s Square from that hotel. The whole city smells like a swamp in the summer, though. We might as well have been in Houston on the Buffalo Bayou.

But it’s not my sofa, and really, nothing in this apartment is mine—it was all here when I moved in. That was part of the problem, I think: this life, in Rome, has never fully felt like mine.

“Now,” the shorter of the two men says, interrupting me—I’ve been speaking aloud, I realize; rambling—“Mrs. Shepard. Please try to remain calm. This is just a friendly conversation—in fact, there’s no reason anything you tell us ever needs to leave this room. We’re just trying to understand what happened tonight.”

“This is a routine investigation—” the other, taller man begins, but his colleague interrupts him with what seems to me to be a warning look.

“Think of it like an interview,” the short man says. “Like in a magazine. Like in Ladies’ Day, or Women’s House Journal.”

“It’s Woman’s Day,” I say, “and the Ladies’ Home Journal,” and both of my guests are silent for a spell.

It’s hard to tell the men apart—they’re both dressed in white shirts and black ties like David wears, though their Italian-cut suits are far slimmer than the boxy American styles David still insists on wearing; they both sport dark-rimmed eyeglasses perched on unremarkable noses, just like David does. They have the same short brown hair.

“It’s just a formality,” the tall man says, after a pause. “Paperwork. We’re only trying to fill in the blanks, here. So please, Mrs. Shepard. Relax. Have a sip of your drink. This is just a friendly conversation.”

It occurs to me that if I hadn’t changed out of my party dress before they arrived, they would have seen the bloodstains. Then it might not be such a friendly conversation.

It took me a moment to realize what it was, when it happened: the spots blooming purple on my blue chiffon dress, a beautiful, rusted gold on the yellow beads around the sleeves and collar. Blood was supposed to be red, I knew, but it mixed like paint with the colors of my clothes. It wasn’t until I saw the smears across my hands, undeniably a violent, bright crimson, that I understood.

I left the dress crumpled like a used tissue on the bedroom floor, changing into blue jeans (dungarees, my mother would have said, with disgust) and one of David’s wrinkled white work shirts (wrinkled because I had failed to iron it, of course) as soon as I got home.

We’re wearing the same type of shirt, I realize, these men and I.

If they go back to the bedroom and start digging around, lifting up dirty towels and old clothes and looking underneath, they’ll find the bloody dress soon enough.

I’ve never been very good at covering my tracks. There has always been proof of my dissolution if anyone bothered to look.

They’ll find all of it, eventually, because they will start searching now. David and his people, the State Department, my family—hell, even the damn Russians. And the reporters, too. I can already see some intrepid young journalist touching down in Dallas, in Washington, DC, and asking around. Peering under rocks and finding all my disgusting little worms.

These men in their suits would tell me not to be paranoid, if I said this out loud. They might say I sound like a nut, like one of those loonies shouting “Conspiracy!” after the Warren Report came out.

But the truth is, I haven’t been paranoid enough. I’ve always had a nasty habit of taking other people at their word and assuming I’m the only wolf in sheep’s clothing. It’s something that has caused me no little fear and guilt, all my life. But I’ve seen beneath their skins, now, all those sheep in my flock, and I can say with some certainty that they’re mostly wolves underneath, after all.

I take a sip of my drink—a few fingers of David’s bourbon—as instructed. I offered to fix my inscrutable guests something, too, when they arrived at the door to our little flat—knocking softly and knowing I would answer, as late as it was, because what choice did I have?—but they turned me down. They probably think it will help them, to stay clearheaded.

The whiskey makes my eyes water, and I rub at them, then realize I’m smearing my eye makeup and crushing my false lashes, still glued on from the party. I pinch at their spidery edges, the Andrea-brand falsies in 100 percent European hair, and begin to peel.

“Child-at-heart,” this model is called, and the ad I saw in Woman’s Day showed a gallery of different lash lengths and shapes under bold black text, asking, What kind of woman are you, anyway?

I can feel the delicate skin of my lids lifting briefly away from my eyeballs as I pull at the adhesive strip, and one of the men—the taller of the two—gapes at me in horror. I probably look like something from Night of the Living Dead, like one of the cannibal corpses.

“Liz Taylor wears this kind,” I volunteer in my defense.

The men only stare.

The phone on the wall in the kitchenette screams like a siren and I should have expected it, that someone would call, but still I jump and vibrate at the sound, and I can feel the men watching me, waiting to see what else I might inadvertently reveal, until the shorter one finally answers on the seventh ring.

My mother would have been horrified; she always said you should pick up the phone by the third ring, if you intend to answer it at all.

The man doesn’t really answer, though—no “Shepard residence, Teddy speaking,” as I used to chirp to my callers; not even a terse “Hello.” He just listens, silently, to whatever is coming through from the other end of the line.

“Who is that?” I ask.

The phone cord springs and swings like a lock of hair released from a curling iron, and the man watches me with the receiver pressed to his ear. From where I sit, I can only hear a muffled murmur, but I see the corners of his mouth flatten and then drift downward until finally, with a grimace, he says into the receiver, “Understood,” and hangs up with the softest little click.

“Who is that?” I ask again. “Is everything all right?”

The man glances quickly, just once, to his right—something people do when they’re about to lie, Eugene told me once—and says, “Of course, Mrs. Shepard. Everything is just fine. As we’ve said, this is simply a friendly conversation.”

“Now,” adds the taller man, “why don’t you start at the beginning?”

“I didn’t mean to do it,” I say, and he tilts his head, curious.

“Didn’t mean to do what?”

I hardly meant to do any of it—anything I ever did—all my life. So where do you start that kind of story?





1. Dallas

January–May 1969

David took me to Arthur’s Prime Steaks & Seafood for our first date. I think about that night often, twisting it over in my mind like an oyster sucking on a speck of sand. Trying to pick out the warning signs.

But it was an ordinary evening, or at least not notably life-changing. I didn’t even fall in love. I thought he was awkward and unattractive, at first, with his horn-rimmed glasses and his ears that stuck out like sails from the sides of his head. They were fat and puffy, almost cauliflower ears, but David was no boxer. I don’t mean to say he wasn’t dangerous, just that he had a particular way he liked to fight, and it wasn’t with his hands.

I have to say I’m ashamed, now, of my first impression of him. That I judged him so harshly over something that wasn’t his fault. There was plenty to judge him for, later, but I didn’t know it at the time.

My cousin Marcia had convinced her husband, an old pal of David’s from the University of Wisconsin, to give him my phone number. He was in Dallas on business for the government, apparently, having flown all the way from the American Embassy in Rome, and he didn’t know anyone in town to have dinner with—or rather, didn’t know anyone aside from Marcia’s husband, and Marcia, as I learned much later, found David off-putting and cold and didn’t want to waste a babysitter on him. So, she thought of me instead.

Marcia was always trying to set me up. “You’ll do great together,” she said on the phone, when she told me to expect his call at any minute. “You’re the two most eligible spinsters I know.”

I was very beautiful—and I’m not being vain, you know; it’s something people used to say to me. Still do, actually—so you might have thought dating would be easy for me. But everyone is beautiful in Dallas, and I was already thirty-four, and every other man Marcia had set me up with had apparently reported after the fact that he found me to be distant and aloof and strange—“a tough nut to crack,” which was a characterization that always surprised me, given that I mostly felt like I was missing my shell, leaving the tender and rumpled meat of myself out in the open for any errant squirrel. Marcia was always free with these reviews, as if I could adjust my demeanor by committee. “Loosen up a little, Ted,” she’d say. “Let your hair down.”

I did, that night. I wore it long and loose, tousled at the top like Jean Shrimpton’s on the cover of Vogue. I’d copied one of her ensembles, as well—a square-necked shantung cocktail sheath worn with enormous rhinestone earrings and silver pointed-toe pumps. I was six months away from thirty-five and I was determined to find a husband before then, a plan of which absolutely everyone approved.

“Some women age like fine wine, and some age like milk,” my Uncle Hal was fond of saying, whenever someone asked me on a weekend at the ranch when I was finally going to find a man. He never followed the statement with the comforting clarification that I was one of the lucky ones, which I took to mean he thought I was already spoiling. “It’s not too late,” my mother liked to say, smiling benevolently at me. “And you’re such a lovely girl.”

“I’m going to take you to dinner,” David had said on the phone, when he finally called on January the twenty-third after two days of meetings with Braniff Airways about their Italian expansion. “I’m going to take you,” he said, as if he would come to collect me and then deposit me safely at the table. But then he told me a time and a place to be, and I realized I was meant to meet him there, and Daddy had taken my car to the shop earlier in the week and at that point in the month I barely had enough cash left for a cab. I couldn’t reasonably ask my parents for more, and even though I wasn’t getting paid for my work at the Huntley Foundation, it was the sort of job you only did if you already had money, so I couldn’t plead poverty, either, like I was a secretary or a stewardess, and ask David to come get me instead.

There was no way for him to have known all of that, obviously, but it shouldn’t have mattered. That wasn’t how these things were supposed to work. Over time I would learn that David was always like this—overconfident, strangely so given the initial impression he made, and then stumbling, unsure, when it came to certain details.

It’s frustrating: you want these men to be the masters of the universe they claim to be, you want them to be in complete control of the world they do such damage in, but then they don’t know not to give their secretary roses for her birthday or how to pronounce hors d’oeuvres.

The only information I had about David when I met him at Arthur’s was that he worked for the government and liked to drink bourbon, neither of which he had told me. I knew about the government from Marcia, and I knew about the bourbon from her husband, Roy, who’d grabbed the phone to tell me a disgusting story about a fraternity party that had taken place in Madison fifteen years earlier. I still spent hours getting ready, though, trying to be beautiful. I thought it was an issue of mathematics: if I accepted every date, if I presented myself perfectly, eventually one of them would want to keep me.

I was horrible at math, though. How else do you get to the end of every month without enough for a cab fare?

I remember crying in the bathroom of my little apartment, the one Daddy had bought for me after graduation and that Mama had furnished with silk curtains from Scalamandré and a bedroom set from Weir’s, when my hair wouldn’t go right. Considering canceling when I picked too hard at a spot on my cheek and it began to bleed, and then I had to put a little piece of tissue on it to absorb the blood, just like a man who’d cut himself shaving, to get it dry enough for my makeup to stay on. It eventually scabbed over and looked like a beauty mark for a few days, until it healed. I still have a scar.

In the end, I was half an hour late to dinner, and I’d had to take the city bus. I tried to play it off as something fashionable and fun, like I was independent and devil-may-care, but I could tell David was annoyed from the way he said he wasn’t and how he smiled with his teeth closed, and it made me want to get up and walk right back out that door. I had already ruined it, this thing I didn’t even think I wanted, and now it didn’t matter if I sat through dinner or not, because at the end of the evening I would go back alone to the apartment on Turtle Creek, to my fancy floral curtains, knowing however many men I said yes to, or even if instead of going straight home I went to the French Room or the Library Bar or any of the other usual places, the nights of my life were always going to end this way, eventually, until everyone agreed there was no point in me trying to live on my own and I was reabsorbed by my family. I’d be returned to my childhood bedroom in the big house on Beverly Drive, where I would eventually, I supposed, die.

“I guess Huntley girls can’t afford real jewelry,” David said that night, pointing to my earrings after we’d ordered drinks. “Unless you’ve got real diamonds the size of pigeon’s eggs. Or maybe you’re the ones who bought the Hope Diamond. Any bad luck lately?”

So, Marcia had told him about the family. My mother’s family, that is—Daddy had done well enough with cattle ranches up in the panhandle, mostly because they turned out to have oil underneath, but Mama’s family owned half of Dallas. Or had, in the old days, before they sold it and invested the money. Now they had the largest fine art collection in Texas—the foundation that “employed” me—and Uncle Hal, my cousin Marcia’s father, was a senator.

Everyone knew he was going to be president one day, too, just as soon as Dick Nixon’s time was up. Grandpop had been the governor, once upon a time, and after he died they named an interchange down in Houston after him. Huntley money was behind the most important Party victories in cities and states across the nation, not to mention a men’s dormitory at Texas A&M and the new stadium at my own alma mater, SMU.

David’s joke was outdated; the Hope Diamond wasn’t for sale anymore, and anyone who’d seen that The Name’s the Same episode with the Marx Brothers would’ve known the curse was just a rumor, but David was always behind the times on things like that. The only news he paid attention to was politics, his favorite music was jazz from twenty years ago, and he didn’t like going to the movies or watching television.

I didn’t know any of that at the time, of course, but I could see that he was trying to charm me by insulting me and was failing miserably at both. That endeared him to me. He got better at being mean as he got to know me.

I laughed. And then when he asked me what I did with myself all day, I told him about the Huntley Foundation, and instead of saying something cutting about me staying so close to home, the way a pilot from Braniff I’d been out with once had, he said, “So you’re a rare and beautiful thing who collects rare and beautiful things.” And that was enough.

Enough for four more cocktails, for the surf and turf special with half a dozen baby Baltimore oysters each to start (“Oysters in Texas,” David said. “Well. Let’s see.”), and for me to return to his hotel with him at the end of the evening, “for a nightcap.”

And then, in the morning, when I woke in his room at the Statler Hilton in a panic, thinking, Marcia will hear about this, everyone will hear about this, and they’ll learn what kind of girl I really am, it was enough for him to hold me and rub my back soothingly under the sheets and say, “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked you back here. I know you’ve never done this before.”

So that was a lie I had told him, apparently, while letting my hair down.

I was always careful on my dates with friends of friends, friends of the family, but I wasn’t always careful in general. I wasn’t, as David seemed to think, inexperienced. But I decided to let myself be comforted, because I was already tingling with fear at the alternative, at the thought of everyone finding out and what they would say, and because time was bearing down on me and I could feel the weight of it, and because I did like him, in the end—the sweet way his cheeks flushed in bed, the way he shivered a little when I traced the tips of my fingers down his broad, sweaty back.

When we kissed goodbye in his room, after we’d had coffee sent up from the kitchen and had rinsed off together in the little shower cubicle, so strangely intimate, he told me that he was leaving for Rome in the evening but that he would be back in two weeks and wanted to take me to the Old Warsaw.

He called every other day in between, even though it was international and we didn’t have that much to talk about, anyway. But he called at the same time every time and stayed on the line for five minutes or more, though at least one or two of those minutes was spent in long silence. Charges didn’t apply to calls from the embassy, he explained, when I said it was too expensive to go on like this. He couldn’t say much about his work over the phone, he also said, and I certainly didn’t have anything to say that would amuse him about my own life, having already exhausted his limited interest in the foundation’s primary collecting areas of Flemish Renaissance sculptors and French Impressionist painters, so we confined ourselves to discussing the weather (fine) and the news (bad—mudslides, fires, executions, Russians up to no good, Vietnam).

After two weeks of this he landed back at Love Field, came straight to my apartment building in a rented car, and told me he didn’t actually have work in Dallas at all, this time, but had come just to see me. And to collect me and take me out for dinner, so it seemed the first date and the requirement that I arrive there under my own steam had been a fluke, or maybe he had just decided, as the constant telephone calls seemed to indicate, that I was his responsibility now.

I waited to tell my friends about David until after the second date, though even that seemed too soon to be sure that we were really going to amount to anything.

“Yes, but what does he look like?” my friend Eleanor asked, when I explained how reliable he had turned out to be, how punctual. “How does he make you feel?”

I told her how his skin was surprisingly soft for a man’s, and how he blinked like a kitten when I took his glasses off to kiss him. Then I tried to describe his ears, which I had already come to think of as something that I loved about him especially much, and Eleanor said, “You sound like you’re describing a cat you found.”

After our third date and another two weeks of phone calls, he asked me if I thought I could live in Rome. It was getting expensive, David explained, to switch continents for every date. I suppose, looking back, that up to that point he’d thought of it as an investment.

“You can’t just move to Italy,” Eleanor said.

“And certainly not without a ring,” said Marcia.

So, on our fourth date, which was just to El Fenix for enchiladas and then back to his hotel room to make love, I told David as much, and a few weeks after that, we were married at City Hall.

It all happened so fast that there wasn’t time for a big celebration or a church wedding. That’s what Mama said, but I know that really, she thought I was too old.

All my friends’ weddings had been in the Dallas Morning News, the photos of them in white dresses printed alongside formal announcements of their new, married names. But nobody gets excited when you’re thirty-four; my mother would have been embarrassed to have it in the papers. It would have been a farce, me in an enormous white dress and veil marching down the aisle of Highland Park Methodist, everyone bringing wrapped gifts, matching dishes and punchbowls and silver samovars, to a reception at the country club.

It wasn’t done, Mama said, to wear a full wedding dress after thirty, and the white dress from my debut didn’t fit me anymore, so she bought me a boxy Oleg Cassini suit in a pale gold that washed me out, what with my coloring, and shoes to match in a shade the saleswoman at Neiman’s called buttercup but that I overheard Uncle Hal describe as cat-piss yellow. I might have laughed at poor David’s bewildered expression when he saw what passed for his bride walking down the hallway on the second floor of City Hall, which was all we had for an aisle, but he never liked it when I laughed if he hadn’t been the one to make the joke, so I didn’t.

David and I had decided, or it had been decided for us, that since we were moving abroad to his posting in Rome to start our new life, the rest of it—the gifts and the luncheons and crossing the threshold of a new home—wasn’t necessary. So, there was a little party at the Beverly house after City Hall, and that was enough to formally signify that David and I were joined together, now, and let no man tear us asunder.

I would have liked the gifts, if I’m honest. I would have liked a matching set of tumblers from Baccarat, like Eleanor got for her wedding. I would have liked to go with Mama and pick out my silver pattern, adding spoons and oyster forks and a cake knife at each special occasion over the years. But we couldn’t take anything with us, and we didn’t have anywhere to put it.

It was fine, of course. I didn’t need all those dishes and decorations. But I think maybe it would have felt more real, if we’d bought a house and filled it with things. Maybe it all wouldn’t have ended up the way it did, if we’d had the trappings of a marriage, and not just the title.

When I was little, my Aunt Sister—Cecilia, as she was baptized, but everyone called her Sister—liked to quote Henry David Thoreau: “All good things are wild and free.”

Sister was my mother’s youngest sibling, Hal the oldest, and Cecilia Huntley had a quintessential baby-of-the-family’s lack of interest in convention. She never married or settled down; when someone would ask her at Thanksgiving or Easter if she’d met a nice man, or if she had been seeing anyone recently, she would say, “Oh, no one in particular,” and my mother would shake her head and mutter over the implication that Sister was thus seeing a lot of people in general.

She lived out of hotels in Biarritz or on yachts in the Aegean or stayed with rich friends at their apartments on the rue de la Paix. She told me once, “They want to tie you down with refrigerators and good china, with your silverware set as an anchor around your ankle.” She never specified who “they” were, but she said marriage and domestic life was a trap for women, and whenever Mama caught her talking like that she would try to hush her, but it was hard to disagree, sometimes, when I looked at Mama’s life compared to Aunt Sister’s.

Aunt Sister used to come and stay with us for a few days here and there—“Any longer in Dallas,” she would say, “and I’ll break out in hives”—and every time she would appear on the doorstep of the Beverly house with stacks of photographs and a bag of souvenirs from her most recent trips. Everything seemed brighter and more chaotic when she was in town; the grownups would stay up later than usual after dinner, laughing and talking, and even Hal would make time to stop by and see her.

The only person who never seemed to enjoy these visits was Mama—Sister was always doing something to disrupt the order of the house, and it drove my mother to distraction. I remember one summer Sister came back from France with beautiful printed silk scarves for me and Mama—“She’s twelve years old, Cecilia, she doesn’t need a silk scarf,” Mama said before she confiscated mine—and a recipe for a soufflé flavored with candied violets (“You can only buy them in Toulouse”) and served with champagne crème, and Sister said that when you cut into it, you could see the colors of a sunset inside. The soft golden brown of the eggs and flour and butter once baked, Sister said, mixed with the melting purple violets and the pale, milky peach of the champagne. I’d never heard of anything so lovely; I’d never even heard words like that together before. Candied violets sounded like food for fairies, not for earthly beings.

Mama never let us have dessert except on special occasions, and she hardly ever ate any herself, except on the third Saturday of every month, when she would allow herself a single scoop of vanilla ice cream after dinner. I used to hate that day, watching her get more and more agitated as it got closer to evening time, to ice cream time, like a little dog dancing around the dinner table on its clickety-clacking toenails. Begging for scraps.

She tried to object to Aunt Sister’s grand culinary plan on those grounds—that it was indulgent, unnecessary—but Daddy heard, and said, “Let the girl make her fancy cake.” And so that Saturday, Aunt Sister and I spent all afternoon in the kitchen preparing and then baking the soufflé, although we had a few unsuccessful attempts, collapsed constructions, piles of purple goo that we hid from sight, laughing as we did so.

But in the end, she was right, it looked just like a sunset when you cut into it, such a beautiful soft lilac color fading into orange and gold, and even Daddy and Uncle Hal noticed at dinner how lovely it was, and how interesting and strange it tasted.

“Like a mouthful of perfume,” Daddy said, “but you know what? I think I kind of like it.”

And Mama sat through all of this and said, “No, thank you,” when we offered her a slice of the soufflé, and she let the whole table be cleared with her portion still left in the pot, and I forgot all about it for a while after that, because it was time for me to go to bed and Daddy and Uncle Hal went off to have their cigars and tell dirty jokes and funny stories, as they always did on such evenings. Aunt Sister had some magazines she wanted to read on the porch, she said, and Mama said she wasn’t feeling too well and would go to bed early.

I didn’t fall asleep for a while after I got into bed, though, and I thought perhaps the rest of the soufflé was still in its ramekin—perhaps it had been put away for tomorrow. So I snuck downstairs knowing the grownups would still be doing whatever it was they did after bedtime for hours, and therefore would be unlikely to catch me prowling around, but then there was already a light on in the butler’s pantry when I got there, and I saw Mama in her stuffy quilted housecoat, which she wore year round despite the summer heat, standing over the soufflé bowl and shoveling chunks into her mouth with her hands. Licking her fingers.

I remembered it was ice cream night, and realized we must have interrupted her scheduled treat with our fancy soufflé, and I felt that I was witnessing something I shouldn’t be seeing, and I couldn’t quite identify the feeling at the time, but I think I was a little disgusted, too.

I went to find Aunt Sister on the porch with her magazines, with her dark hair (“The color of a crow’s breast,” Daddy had said once, remarking on how different her coloring was from Mama’s; “Don’t say breast,” Mama had responded) already in curlers, and she showed me in her Harper’s Bazaar (Harper’s Brassiere, Daddy liked to call it, to Mama’s dismay) the nine-page spread of summer fashions—“ageless, easy evening dresses that can be worn in all kinds of company.” And then we marveled at the incomparable Dorian Leigh on the cover of Vogue.

“What an elegant woman,” Sister said. And then, conspiratorially, “You know, she’s from Texas, too. And you kind of have her nose.”

Aunt Sister told me about other pastries we could try, and perfumes and clothes she would bring back from abroad. She said there were all kinds of things you could find in France, even after the war. I wanted to go to Paris to taste them. I wanted to try the delicacies she had described on other visits, things that felt so far away from me—the sweet, burning sour taste of limoncello, stews and spices she’d had in Morocco and Egypt that I couldn’t even name. And more than flavors and scents: the pyramids, the Sphinx. The souks of Morocco, the stone cathedrals of Italy and France. The museums and parks and palaces of the old world.

I admired her for a long time, when I was younger, and for a while I dreamed of a carefree, unbounded life like hers. But by the time I met David, I wanted to be weighed down. I wanted a houseful of things to keep me tethered, lest I float away entirely. The way Aunt Sister had, in the end.

Still. A small, dangerous part of me thought, when David decided to take me with him to Rome, that this was it. My chance to see and touch and taste the world—to understand it and take it in—the way Aunt Sister had. I was playing with fire, and I knew it, but I couldn’t quite stamp out the feeling, thrumming thrillingly and treacherously in the back of my mind as I packed bags full of everything I would need for my new life as David’s wife—the silky nightgowns with matching peignoirs in pastel colors, the bright spring dresses for garden parties and ladies’ luncheons, the varnishes and curlers and creams—that I was preparing, too, for some other adventurous, electrifying Teddy who would reveal herself to me in due course.

But this was a thought to be tamped down rather than entertained, so I mostly tried to ignore it. I did allow myself to be excited, at least, for the sea—for our honeymoon, David and I were going to Capri and then driving up that beautiful coastline to our new lives in Rome.

I had been to Sea Island and Palm Beach before, but Aunt Sister had said once that the water was different, abroad. No country clubs or golf courses just past the beach. No summer vacation with your parents in pastels. Aunt Sister had spoken of blue waves crashing on rocky shores where Caesar and Antony and Cleopatra had once walked. She said she had read that in ancient times you could see all the way to the bottom of the seabed, to shipwrecks from the days of the Odyssey and the Iliad.

On a trip to Palm Beach, once, we went down to put our feet in the water, even though it was early spring and too cold to get all the way in, and Sister said that the ocean connected all members of mankind to one another, and that it turned and turned around the world, touching everyone, and you could stand on the shore and know you were at the edge of something connecting you to your brothers and sisters, and whoever you were in that moment was eternal, and you weren’t alone.

I later established that this was a philosophy she had cobbled together from various transcendentalist authors she’d picked up during her rushed wartime college education, mostly Emerson and Thoreau, plus a few days she once spent visiting a red-and-gold-painted Buddhist monastery on a hill in Tibet. Mama and Daddy used to roll their eyes when she talked like this, and of course, later, we all thought maybe she was just crazy. Maybe she believed that a person’s life was contained in moments because anything longer tended to slip through her fingers.

After the wedding, at the party, my Uncle Hal wrote us a check for twenty thousand dollars to start us out, winking all the while at David, saying, “Boy, you just let me know if you ever get tired of being a pencil-pusher and want to have a little fun. I could make you a state senator in two years, congressman in five.”

Then, reconsidering, “Maybe not in Texas, not with those ears. But we’ll move you to Montana, somewhere like that. Teddy won’t mind, even if there’s no Neiman Marcus. Five years, I swear it.”

David smiled with his teeth closed, and I rubbed his arm thinking the comment about his ears was what was bothering him, and we took the money and had a wonderful time in Capri, or at least I did, at least for the first few days, and we put the rest of it in a joint bank account with David’s name on it for our future. And my mother and Hal promised, too, that in a few more months, once I was thirty-five, they could release the rest of my inheritance from Grandpop, now that there was nothing to worry about. I had a stable future established, I had proven I wasn’t spoiled milk, I had a man to help me manage myself, and I wasn’t too old, still, to have children. They didn’t like David as a dinner guest (Uncle Hal told Daddy “The boy looks like a kicked dog when he smiles”), but they thought he had a promising future in the Party if he would ever just be sensible and give up on the State Department.

“We can go look at houses in Georgetown,” Mama said while she helped me pack my bags, “when David’s posting is up.”





Now

Early Morning, Wednesday, July 9, 1969

“Sorry, Mrs. Shepard—”

“Teddy, please,” I say. “And you haven’t told me your names, yet.”

These are my guests, after all. I have a social obligation to get to know them.

“Mrs. Shepard,” the shorter man goes on determinedly, and still he doesn’t tell me his name, “could you pause for a moment, please? You say Senator Huntley—your uncle—provided David Shepard with a check totaling twenty thousand dollars?”

“Yes,” I say, and I take another sip of my bourbon, but then I realize the glass is empty.

I stand up and pad on bare feet—a bit rude, I suppose, for a hostess to be shoeless; Mama would never have approved—over to David’s liquor cabinet.

“Are y’all sure you don’t want anything?”

They don’t answer, but the taller man makes a few scratches on a yellow notepad and then looks up at me.

“And did you happen to overhear, in any conversation between the senator and your husband, what the reason was for this payment?”

“Oh,” I say, returning to the threadbare love seat opposite my interviewers, “it was a gift.”

“And is your family in the habit of making such extravagant gifts?” the shorter man asks, and I think I can detect a hint of something ugly. A sneer, perhaps.

Real emotion—that’s good. That’s useful.

“Sure,” I say, “and it was supposed to be a gift for me, too. That’s what I thought, anyway. It was supposed to be for both of us. For our new life.”

“And this was a source of some discord between the two of you?”

“Well, I’ve always been bad with money, I guess. So you could say that had something to do with it.”

I expect one of them, maybe the taller man, to crack some kind of a joke, probably about women and math, but the two of them only exchange a glance, and I can’t quite read between the lines.

“Moving on, then,” the short man says. “When did you first arrive in Rome?”

“I’m getting to that,” I say.

They’re very impatient, these men.

“It’s my birthday today, by the way,” I say.

Then I look at the clock and see that the minutes have ticked over past midnight, and actually it isn’t, anymore.

“We didn’t go straight to Rome,” I add. “First, we went on our honeymoon.”

I might be wrong, but I think the taller man sighs.

They don’t stop me, though, so I carry on.





2. Capri

May 1969

It only rained one day on our honeymoon. It started out sunny; we’d gone to La Canzone del Mare for the day as usual, because our hotel didn’t have a beach or pool. The Gatto Bianco was a lovely little inn in town—Ingrid Bergman and Roberto Rossellini had stayed there on a lost weekend during their affair, apparently, and I’d read in an interview that it was Sophia Loren’s favorite spot on Capri—but it was inland on the island, so David and I went to the lido at the Canzone beach club most days to get some sun.

I loved walking through the little town to and from the hotel; the low, whitewashed villas and hotels, some colorfully painted, with little balconies covered in vines or edged in boxed flowers. There were apartment buildings along the harbor, no more than a few stories high, and I imagined how happy I would be to live in a little flat in one of those, just a few simple rooms by the water, waking up every morning to the sunrise, and at night watching the fairy lights of ships in the distance going by.

I used to do that a lot; see a little house or someone else’s flat when I was walking around or driving, and imagine myself in it. I came by this type of reverie honestly, I believe; my granny—my daddy’s mother, not a Huntley relative—had a collection of little ceramic houses that she kept on the windowsill over her sink. The Victorian, the Cape Cod, the Hacienda, the Cottage. I never knew where she got them, or what they meant to her, but from the reverent way she said their names, and how she looked at them when she washed the dishes, I suspect they represented other lives she imagined for herself.

My Carlyle granny washed her own dishes: she was a tough East Texas woman who didn’t come from money like Mama’s parents did. She wore little lace-up black boots every day of her life, and she lived, until her death, when I was still pretty small, in the dog-run house she was born in, feeding chickens in the yard and planting pumpkins and tomatoes all the way up to the end. She was mostly a practical woman, from the stories I’ve been told, but she did love her little houses.

I noticed right away that Aunt Sister had been telling the truth about the water in Capri: it felt different from Palm Beach or Sea Island. The twisting, ancient rocks offshore, the arches and columns naturally carved into them over thousands, probably millions, of years of turning, churning seas. The waves were much wilder than in Florida or Georgia; I had the feeling, as Aunt Sister had described it, that the earth really was moving all around us. That this island was an outpost in a larger world, not a sheltered inlet populated by bankers and automotive heirs.

Which isn’t to say there weren’t plenty of the beautiful people there: you could find a host of them at the Canzone del Mare, slim, long-legged, bronzed women in whisper-thin red one-piece swimsuits, the kind I never could have worn. Not with my chest. Others in impossibly tiny bikinis, looking so confident and glamorous, so comfortable with the sun warming their flat bellies. I would never have been allowed to wear something like that to the pool at our country club in Dallas, or to the beach in Sea Island. I would never have even tried. But the way the women stood with their perfect bodies, the way their long, loose hair swished around their shoulders when they stood from their lounge chairs to sway for a moment to the music or walk over to a husband or boyfriend or lover—men who looked like Alain Delon, who smoked and wore Persol sunglasses like Steve McQueen—to place a hand on his sun-warmed shoulder, to lean down to kiss him . . . Well, I was impossibly, achingly jealous.

That day, David was laid out by the pool, squinting at his newspaper through the tinted lenses he clipped to his glasses, and I went down to the beach to be alone for a while. You could see starfish in rocky pools along the jetty. I never saw an octopus, to my regret, but I’d heard they gathered there sometimes, too. People even spoke of dolphins dancing on the waves, but I never saw them, either.

I spread my striped towel out on the warm wood of the deck just at the water’s edge, and I lay there for hours. There was a breeze, and I felt wrapped in it, cocooned. I couldn’t hear what was happening up by the pool aside from faint strains of music and an occasional loud laugh; it was a muffled, peaceful feeling, like the world was far away. Like it couldn’t touch me.

And then the clouds rolled in, gray and soft overhead, and it started to rain, so I held my towel over my hair and ran back up to the pool where David was waiting. He had his newspaper over his head, and we laughed the way people do when they run from the rain, because there’s something childlike in it, and because no matter how many times it happens it still seems strange and absurd and miraculous, water falling from the sky, at least if you’re from certain parts of Texas, where you can have a thunder and lightning storm without ever seeing a drop of rain, and we hopped and skipped over to the club’s restaurant, to sit under the overhang and have espresso and rich, chocolaty torta caprese and watch the rain come down over the palms, their fronds like spiders stretching against the gray sky in the villa gardens along the cliffside.

David kept his thick, wavy hair cut short, but wet as it was from the rain, it stuck out in all directions and down at the edges of his forehead like a fringe. He looked so young, and sweet. We sat there with our cake and our espresso, smiling at each other, chatting about nothing, and he took my hand during a lull in our conversation and said, “Teddy, I think we could actually be happy together.”

And at the time I thought, of course, we already are, that’s why we’re doing this. I didn’t realize that for David, it wasn’t obvious. For David, there was still a decision to be made.

I was too blinded by my own success, though, to know that anything was wrong—at least at first. Things hadn’t always been easy for me, in Dallas. I’d had a few bad habits. A few tendencies that occasionally got me into trouble—things that I could mostly hide from my family, but that a husband would have eventually started to notice.

But somehow, now that I was married, all my troubles had miraculously, conveniently, disappeared. There was still the past, of course, and some things David didn’t need to know about, but the future was well within my grasp. Our whole honeymoon, I woke up early and walked on the beach in the fresh air, I ate when David ate, no more and no less, I had a glass of wine or two with dinner, and that was all. I read Muriel Spark in the sun, I did almost everything right, and I felt like I was finally one of them, those married women whose lives were in order, who seemed to have it all figured out. I could look down the road and see children, see a house in Georgetown, see myself in a skirt suit from Chanel at David’s side. I could see safety.

I did almost everything right, just up until the last day. I’d bought a bikini in one of the shops on the island, a little Pucci two-piece number printed in pastel pink and lavender and sherbet orange. I was going to wear it at the Canzone with high-heeled sandals the way the other girls did, and slather myself in baby oil to work on my tan. I didn’t look exactly like the thin, athletic Italian women who lounged around the pool in their flimsy maillots, with their gold jewelry and Forte dei Marmi tans, but I thought, observing myself in the cabana’s mirror, that I still looked pretty good. A little softer, maybe, a little paler, but close enough. I looked like I belonged, or would soon, in that poolside tableau of warm, confident European women and their handsome lovers. Of people who relaxed and enjoyed things, moment to moment—people who sucked the marrow out of life, as Aunt Sister might have said, quoting Thoreau again.

David didn’t say anything, at first, when I came out of the dressing room, which perturbed me—no whistle of appreciation, no randy comment—but I didn’t realize anything was actually wrong until an hour or so later by the pool, when he took a sip of his Aperol while looking at me, and finally said, “That sure is a lot of chest, Teddy.”

I didn’t know his habits, then; I didn’t know what that meant.

“Do you like it?” I asked, in a tone I thought might be sultry. I wanted to be flirtatious. Charming and adventurous.

“I just don’t know that every man in here needs to be seeing that much of you,” he said. He was looking off into the distance, now, at the other people by the pool. Or at least, I could tell he wasn’t looking at me anymore, even through those clip-on lenses.

“I don’t know what you were thinking,” he went on, “or whether you were inclined to wear that sort of thing before, but you’re married now. You’re my wife.”

Before I go on, I don’t want to give the wrong impression of David. I don’t want anyone to get the wrong idea. He was mostly very sweet and patient with me, at first. And he never touched me in anger, not once.

In fact, the only time I ever saw him cry was also on our honeymoon. We’d been in bed for most of the morning before breakfast, rustling around in the sheets. I wanted to please him, my new husband, and so I’d done my best to be pliant, flexible. I mean that literally—I was arching my back and moving my hips in a way that no one but a Rockette should ever attempt. I felt something like a rubber band snapping in the meat just above my rump, just as he was finding his rhythm, and I winced a little, I’m sure, but didn’t say anything, and David was too far gone to notice. But then after another hour—we spent so much time in bed, those first few weeks, that I didn’t realize he would mind so much how sleepy I was, how slow-moving, once we got to Rome—he reached for me again and I said, as sweetly as I could, “Let’s go gently, this time. I think I hurt my back.”

He stopped and pulled away and then questioned me until I admitted it had happened that morning, it had happened while we made love, and then he said, “Teddy, you have to tell me these things!” and I thought he was angry until he put his head in his hands and said, “I don’t want to hurt you, Teddy. I never want to hurt you. I want the opposite.”

When he lifted his head again, I could see his eyes glistening and full. He went out onto the balcony after that for his coffee, and I didn’t know what to do, really, and we never spoke about it again except that he was unusually tender with me for the next few days, and then he seemed to forget about it altogether. He never did hurt me, though, not on purpose. As I said, he was always very careful with his hands.

A woman in my apartment building in Dallas ended up at Parkland Hospital once, when the Cowboys lost to Green Bay. It wasn’t that her husband cared so much about football, she explained, when I saw her in the elevator coming home with her bandaged eye and her fingers taped together. It wasn’t that he was so obsessed with the team, she’d said, as if that would have been embarrassing. It was just that people drank so much for those big games. All those men together, and tensions running high. Her husband always smiled at me in the elevator when I saw him, and even after that, I didn’t know what to do but smile back.

The men in my family never hit women; Uncle Hal used to joke that it showed a lack of creativity.

So it’s easy for me to remember David’s colder moments, now, but perhaps it isn’t fair. He could be sensitive and tender, sometimes, too. I collected the little cruelties later, though. They comforted me.

That day, in Capri, I went back to the cabana and changed. I put my dress back on and waited for David to finish at the pool while I sat alone at one of the café tables by the clubhouse. I ordered an Aperol of my own, though I’d avoided drinking anything but a little wine with dinner up to that point on our trip. The herbal, bitter taste reminded me of medicine. It tasted like a thick orange cough syrup my mother used to give me when I was little; it tasted like the promise that you’ll be better soon.





Now

Early Morning, Wednesday, July 9, 1969

“Have you ever been to Capri?” I ask the men. “To the coast? You really ought to go, if you haven’t yet. It’s stunning.”

“Haven’t had the pleasure,” the short man says, while the taller one taps his pen against his yellow notepad.

“You should take your wives,” I observe, looking down at my glass of bourbon. At my long, pink claws around it. “They might enjoy it.”

Neither man responds, this time, so I suppose this conversation, this getting-to-know-you, really is intended to be one-sided.

“Where did you say you gentlemen were from, again?” I ask.

“The Foreign Buildings Office,” the short man answers, just as the tall one says, at the same time, “Don’t worry about it.”

“Oh, so you’re just here about the damage to the embassy building, are you?” I ask. “I suppose it is historical, after all.”

“Mrs. Shepard, please,” the shorter man says, very slowly, because he thinks I’m stupid. “Would you mind telling us when you arrived in Rome?”

I think I can see a bit of a reddish tinge to his hair, maybe, and a few freckles—not unlike my David’s—across his nose.

I’m getting to know them, my inquisitors, whether they like it or not.

I decide, in the absence of a given name, to call this one Archie, after the character from the comics. The taller one should naturally thus be Jughead, but there’s a bit
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