







Praise for Larry McMurtry

“Larry McMurtry is the most entertaining novelist in America.”

—The Plain Dealer (Cleveland)

“He is precise and lyrical, ironic and sad…. There aren’t many writers around who are as much fun to read as Larry McMurtry.”

—The Boston Globe

‘What an imagination he has! When it comes to spinning a good yarn, few do it better.”

—The Houston Post

“McMurtry is an alchemist who converts the basest materials to gold.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“McMurtry displays [a] large-souled empathy and Dickensian gift for bringing people to vibrant life as quickly as anyone writing today.”

—Chicago Tribune

“Larry McMurtry grabs his readers in the first paragraph of narrative and continues his hold on them to even beyond the last one.”

—Newport News Daily Press
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PREFACE

I think of Terms of Endearment as my most European novel, perhaps for no better reason than that I was in Europe when I wrote it. Writing it was a mechanical, rather than a creative, struggle: the first half of the book was written on an Italian typewriter, the second half on a Swiss; on neither machine were the letters where my fingers were accustomed to finding them.

The Italian keyboard seemed particularly perverse, the z being where I was used to finding an a (or was it another major vowel?). I imagine the first draft manuscript of Terms probably has more zs to the page than any manuscript of comparable length in the English language.

Adding to my conviction that Terms of Endearment must be somehow European is the fact that I had just spent a couple of years rereading several nineteenth-century novelists—Balzac, Tolstoy, and George Eliot, in particular. All three, of course, had taken a very searching look at the fibers and textures of life; I doubt that I aspired to such profound achievement, but I did hope to search at least a little less superficially among the flea market of details which constitute human existence.

It was in this book that I first indulged my penchant—since, perhaps overindulged, some think—for lifting a minor character from one book and giving him or her (usually her) a book of his (or her) own.

In this case the person thus lifted was Aurora Greenway, a widow of a certain age, lively, imperious, demanding, unwilling to give up. Aurora—she’s Emma Horton’s mother—appears twice in Moving On, but the trait which called her back to me was her habit of parking her Cadillac two yards from the curb, so as to avoid scraping her tires.

I suppose at the time I was hoping that Aurora, nothing if not impetuous, would plunge into a moral dilemma worthy of Anna Karenina or Dorothea Brooke, but no such dilemma arose. Aurora was, after all, operating in Houston, a town where anything goes. I tried to give her access to a New England conscience by having her born in New Haven, but the New England conscience didn’t really function as a New England conscience should, and no great moral crisis presented itself. Aurora merely had to choose between a number of grossly inadequate suitors, which, eventually, she did.

A dilemma does turn up in the book, but it belongs to Emma, the plain, rather unprepossessing daughter, rather than to the vivid mother. And then its merely the dilemma common to thousands of domesticities: a sensitive but not greatly gifted young woman finds herself stuck with a boring, mainly inadequate husband who is nonetheless a pretty good father to their children. Emma might with luck find a better husband than Flap, but can she realistically expect to better him as a father? Is anyone apt to love the kids as much as he does?

Aurora, not to her credit, is neither surprised nor sorry that her daughter has such a problem: she had predicted it to begin with, and is never sorry to be proven right.

Mother and daughter make their choices, Aurora to take a cranky old general as a lover, Emma to keep her family intact. In the end the selfish mother outlives the unselfish daughter, but not because she is either more, or less, moral: she just had the good fortune not to get cancer.

I enjoyed the social comedy of Aurora and her suitors and I fell in love myself with her wonderful maid, Rosie, not merely because Rosie is an admirable human being but because having her allowed me to set a few chapters in Houston’s Fifth Ward. I also liked balancing my upstairs-downstairs elements, and had some fun with Vernon, the lonely, virginal oil millionaire.

And yet as I inched through the story, in Rome and Vevey, creating a blizzard of typos, I felt an impatience. I wanted to get Aurora’s story behind me, so I could conclude my decade-long involvement with Emma Horton.

Through three very different books (Moving On, All My Friends Are Going to Be Strangers, Terms of Endearment) Emma kept growing on me. If she was Danny Deck’s vision of the normal and the good, so was she mine. Though often praised for my insights into women, I’m still far from sure that I know what women are like; but if my hunches are anywhere near accurate, and if I’m not idealizing her, then Emma is what women are at their best.

As Terms of Endearment, and with it my Houston trilogy, moved toward its end, I began to sense the emptiness that would seize me when it did end, when Emma and her circle were gone from my life. They had, after all, been my companions for more than a decade.

Then she died, and the emptiness did seize me, and with it came a cool distaste for my own writing that didn’t subside for ten years, not until the morning when Harmony went driving home at sunrise in The Desert Rose.

Delighted as I was to meet Harmony—she had a fine buoyant spirit and did much to reconcile me to my own writing again—I don’t believe she is Emma’s equal. Emma saw life clearly, Harmony rarely had that problem. Harmony survived a muddle, even a degrading muddle, but Emma survived her own clear knowledge, and that’s a harder thing.

—Larry McMurtry 1989
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CHAPTER I

1.

“THE SUCCESS of a marriage invariably depends on the woman,” Mrs. Greenway said.

“It does not,” Emma said, not looking up. She was sitting in the middle of her living-room floor sorting a large pile of laundry.

“It most certainly does,” Mrs. Greenway said, assuming a stern expression. She tightened her lips and narrowed her brows. Emma was letting herself go again—a breach of standards—and she had always endeavored to meet any breach of standards with a stern expression, if only briefly.

Sternness, she knew, did not become her—at least it didn’t entirely become her—and Aurora Greenway, as she herself knew quite well, was not one to do the unbecoming—not unless it was a matter of strictest duty. Yet strange as it sometimes seemed—to both of them—Emma was her daughter, and her behavior was a matter of strictest duty.

Aurora’s face was more plump than not, and despite forty-nine years that seemed to her to have consisted largely of irritations and disappointments, she still almost always managed to look pleased with herself. The facial muscles necessary to a display of true sternness were called into play so seldom that they were somewhat reluctant to stir, but nonetheless, when the need arose, she could be for short periods extremely stern. Her forehead was high, her cheekbones strong, and her blue eyes—usually so dreamy and, Emma would have thought, vacantly complacent—were capable of sudden angry fires.

In this case, she felt that only a little narrowing of the brows would be necessary.

“I don’t believe there’s a decent garment in that whole pile of laundry,” she said, with her own light and slightly arrogant contempt.

“You’re right, there isn’t,” Emma said. “It’s a crappy bunch of clothes. However, they do cover our nakedness.”

“I’d rather you didn’t mention nakedness to me, I’m not concerned with it right now,” Aurora said. Her brows were getting tired of being wrinkled, and her mouth of being tight, so she relaxed, conscious of having done a mother’s duty. It was unfortunate that her daughter had been too stubborn to look up and notice, but then that was Emma. She had never been duly attentive.

“Why can’t I mention nakedness?” Emma asked, looking up. Her mother dipped two fingers into what was left of a glass of iced tea, extracted what was left of an ice cube, and sucked on it while she watched her daughter work. Making Emma feel guilty had never been easy, but it was the one maternal task left to her, and Aurora attacked it with relish.

“You have a fine vocabulary, dear,” she said, once the ice cube was gone. “I personally have seen to that. There are certainly better ways to use it than the discussion of naked bodies. Also, as you know, I’ve been a widow for three years and I don’t wish certain things called to my attention.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Emma said. Her mother calmly extracted another ice cube. She was, as she would have put it, recumbent, lying at ease on Emma’s ancient blue couch. She was dressed in a loose elegant pink lounging robe that she had picked up on a recent trip to Italy, and she looked, as usual, faintly bemused and smugly happy—happier, Emma thought, than either she or anyone else had a right to be.

“Emma, you really should diet,” Aurora said. “You’re such an unyielding person, dear. I want you to know that I’m raather vexed.”

“Why?” Emma said, poking in the clothes pile. As usual, several socks had failed to mate.

“Raather vexed,” Aurora repeated, on the chance that there was something wrong with her daughter’s ears. She had put the full weight of Boston behind her “raather,” and was not disposed to have it ignored. Emma, who possessed—among other unladylike qualities—an annoying interest in precision, would have insisted that it was only the full weight of New Haven, but quibbles of that sort cut no ice with Aurora. Boston was hers to employ, and the full weight of it was meant to strike thunder. Had they been in Boston, or perhaps even New Haven—any place where life could be kept in hand—no doubt it would have; but the two of them, mother and daughter, were in Emma’s hot, muggy oversmall living room in Houston, Texas, where the full weight of Boston seemed to strike nothing at all. Emma went on distractedly counting socks.

“You’re letting yourself go again,” Aurora said. “You’re not taking pains with your appearance. Why won’t you diet?”

“Eating makes me less frustrated,” Emma said. “Why won’t you stop buying clothes? You’re the only person I know who has seventy-five of everything.”

“The women of our family have always prided themselves on their dress,” Aurora said. “All except you, at least. I am not a seamstress. I do not propose to sew.”

“I know you don’t,” Emma said. She herself was wearing jeans and one of her husband’s T-shirts.

“That garment you have on top of you is so disgusting I scarcely know how to refer to it,” Aurora said. “It belongs on a pickaninny, not on a daughter of mine. Of course I buy clothes. The selection of a tasteful wardrobe is a duty, not a pastime.”

With that, Aurora lifted her chin. When justifying herself to her daughter she often liked to assume a touch of majesty. Emma was seldom impressed, and the look on her face at that moment smacked of defiance.

“Seventy-five tasteful wardrobes is a pastime,” Emma said. “I reserve judgment about the tasteful part too. Anyway, what happened about your female problem?”

“Stop it! Don’t talk about it!” Aurora said. In her indignation she not only sat up but attempted an outraged flounce, causing the old couch to creak loudly. It was not merely the moral weight of Boston that she embodied.

“All right!” Emma said. “Good God! You told me you were going to the doctor. I just asked. You don’t have to break the couch.”

“You needn’t have mentioned it,” Aurora said, genuinely upset. Her lower lip was trembling. She was not ordinarily a prudish woman, but lately all mention of sex upset her; it made her feel that her whole life was wrong, and she didn’t like to feel that way.

“You’re absolutely ridiculous,” Emma said. “Why do you have to be so touchy? Shall we correspond about it?”

“I am not ill, if you must know,” Aurora said. “Not ill in the least.” She held out her glass. “However, I should like some more iced tea.”

Emma sighed, took the glass, got up, and left the room. Aurora lay back down, almost depressed. She had her strong days and her weak days, and she had begun to feel a weak day coming on. Emma had not anticipated her wants in any way—why were children so incapable of keeping their minds on parents? She was in the mood for a fit of despond, but her daughter, determined to thwart her at every turn, came back immediately with a glass of iced tea. She had stuck a sprig of mint in the glass and, perhaps as a gesture of contrition, had brought a little dish of sassafras candy—one of the several candies that her mother particularly enjoyed.

“That’s sweet,” Aurora said, taking a piece.

Emma smiled. Her mother, she knew, had been about to go into a fit—a lonely-widow, unappreciated-mother fit. The candy had been a brilliant stroke. The week before she had squandered a whole dollar and sixty-eight cents on a variety of it, all of which she had hidden and about half of which she had already eaten herself. Flap, her husband, would not have looked kindly on such an expenditure. He professed strict ideas about tooth decay but would undoubtedly just have spent the money on his own vices, which were beer and paperbacks. Emma was devil-may-care when it came to teeth, and liked to have candy around to stave off fits—her mother’s or her own.

Aurora, her little sinking spell conquered, had already drifted back into happy indolence and was gazing around the living room, hoping to find something new to criticize.

“The reason I brought up the doctor was because I went yesterday myself,” Emma said, settling herself on the floor again. “Maybe I’ve got some good news.”

“I hope he’s persuaded you to diet,” Aurora said. “No one should be so intractable as to reject the advice of their physician. Dr. Ratchford has had long years of experience and except where I am concerned it’s been my observation that his advice is invariably good. The sooner you start to diet the happier person you’ll be.”

“Why do you always make an exception of yourself?” Emma asked.

“Because I know myself best,” Aurora said serenely. “I certainly wouldn’t allow a physician to know me this well.”

“Maybe you’ve got yourself fooled,” Emma suggested. The laundry really was depressing. All Flap’s shirts were worn out.

“I have not,” Aurora said. “I do not permit myself delusions. I never try to whitewash the fact that you married badly.”

“Oh, shut up,” Emma said. “I married okay. Anyway you just said two minutes ago that the success of a marriage invariably depends on the woman. To use your very words. Maybe I’ll make this one a success.”

Aurora looked blank. “Now you’ve made me lose my train of thought,” she said.

Emma snickered. “That was thought?” she said.

Aurora took another candy. She looked aloof. Sternness might present problems, but aloofness was her element. Life often required it of her. In gathering after gathering, when her sensibilities were affronted, she had found it necessary to raise her eyebrows and cast a chill. There was little justice. It sometimes seemed to her that if she were remembered at all it would probably only be for the chills she had cast.

“I have often been complimented on the clarity of my expression,” she said.

“You didn’t let me tell you my good news,” Emma said.

“Oh, yes, you’ve decided to diet, just as I’d hoped,” Aurora said. “That is good news.”

“Damn it, I didn’t go to Dr. Ratchford to talk about dieting,” Emma said. “I don’t want to diet. I went to find out if I’m pregnant, and it looks like I am. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you for an hour.”

“What!” Aurora said, looking at Emma. Her daughter was smiling, and had said the word “pregnant.” Aurora had just taken a sip of iced tea—she almost choked. “Emma” she yelled. Life had struck again, and just when she was almost comfortable. She sprang up as if jabbed by a pin, but fell back heavily, breaking the saucer and causing her almost empty tea glass to spin around erratically on the rugless floor, like a child’s top.

“You’re not!” she cried.

“I think so,” Emma said. “What’s the matter with you?”

“Oh, God,” Aurora said, clutching her stomach with both hands.

“What’s wrong, Momma?” Emma asked, for her mother looked genuinely stricken.

“Oh, my iced tea jiggled when I fell,” Aurora said. “I don’t know.” Blood was rushing to her head, and she began to hyperventilate. She could only breathe in gasps.

“Of course that’s wonderful for you, dear,” she said, feeling terrible. It was a shock, it wasn’t right—something was out of order, and she felt confusion closing in on her. Always she fought confusion, yet it seemed to lie in wait for her, no matter where she went.

“Oh, God!” she said, wrenching herself into a sitting position. Her hair, which she had more or less caught in a bun, came completely loose, and she opened the neck of her robe to assure herself more air.

“Momma, stop it, I’m just pregnant,” Emma yelled, angered that her mother would indulge herself in a fit after she had been so generous with the sassafras candy.

“Just pregnant!” Aurora cried, confusion turning suddenly to rage. “You… negligent…” But words failed her, and to Emma’s intense annoyance she began to smite her forehead with the back of her hand. Aurora had been raised in an era of amateur theatricals and was not without her stock of tragic gestures. She continued to smite her forehead vigorously, as she always did when she was very upset, wincing each time at the pain it gave her hand.

“Stop that,” Emma cried, standing up. “Stop smiting your goddamn forehead, Momma! You know I hate that!”

“And I hate you,” Aurora cried, abandoning all reason. “You’re not a thoughtful daughter! You never have been a thoughtful daughter! You never will be a thoughtful daughter!”

“What did I do?” Emma yelled, beginning to cry. “Why can’t I be pregnant? I’m married.”

Aurora struggled to her feet and faced her daughter, meaning to show her such scorn as she had never seen before. “You may call this marriage but I don’t,” she yelled. “I call it squalor!”

“We can’t help it!” Emma said. “It’s all we can afford.”

Aurora’s lip began to tremble. Scorn got lost—everything was lost. “Emma, it’s not the point… you shouldn’t have… it’s not the point at all,” she said, suddenly on the verge of tears.

“What’s the point then?” Emma said. “Just tell me. I don’t know.”

“Mee!” Aurora cried, with the last of her fury. “Don’t you see? My life is not settled. Me!”

Emma winced, as she always did when her mother cried “Mee!” at the world. The sound was as primitive as a blow. But as her mother’s chin began to shake and pure fury began its mutation into pure tearfulness, she understood a little and put out her arm.

“Who will I ever… get now?” Aurora cried. “What man would want a grandmother? If you could… have waited… then I might have… got somebody.”

“Oh, dear,” Emma said. “Aw, Momma, stop that.” She went on crying herself, but only because she had a sudden fear of laughing. Only her mother did that to her, and always at the most unlikely times. She knew she was the one who ought to feel outraged or hurt—probably she would when she thought about it. But her mother never had to think; she was just outraged or hurt, immediately, and with a total purity of feeling that Emma had never been able to command. It always happened.

Emma gave up. She let herself be beaten once again. She dried her eyes just as her mother burst into tears. The whole fit was ridiculous, but it didn’t matter. The look on her mother’s face—an utter conviction of utter ruin—was too real. The look might not last five minutes—seldom did—but there it was, on a face that Emma felt sure must be the most helplessly human face that she or anyone she knew had ever had to confront. The sight of her mother looking blank with distress had always caused whoever was handy to come rushing up at once with whatever love they had available in them. No one had ever been able to stand to see her mother looking that way, Emma least of all, and only love would change it. She began immediately to make loving sounds, and her mother, as usually, tried to fight her off.

“No, get away,” Aurora said. “Fetuses. Ugh. Yick.” She recovered her capacity for motion and floundered across the room, waving her hands and making swatting motions, as if she were knocking tiny batlike embryos out of the air. She didn’t know what was wrong, but it was a blow at her life. She knew that much.

“See! Now I’ll lose all my suitors!” she yelled, turning for a last moment of defiance.

“Now, Momma… now, Momma, it’s not that bad,” Emma kept saying as she advanced.

When Emma finally cornered her, in the bedroom, Aurora took the only course open to her: she flung herself on the bed, and her light pink garment billowed down after her like a sail falling. She sobbed for five minutes uncontrollably, and for five more with varying degrees of control, while her daughter sat on the bed beside her rubbing her back and telling her over and over again what a dear, wonderful person she was.

“Now, aren’t you ashamed of yourself?” Emma asked when her mother finally stopped crying and uncovered her face.

“Not in the least.” Mrs. Greenway said, pushing back her hair. “Hand me a mirror.”

2.

EMMA DID, and Aurora sat up and with a cool, unsentimental eye inspected the damage to her face. She rose without a word and disappeared into the bathroom; water ran for some while. When she emerged, a towel around her shoulders, Emma had just finished folding the clothes.

Aurora settled herself on the couch again, mirror in hand. There had been doubtful moments, but her image had somehow struggled back to where she thought it ought to be, and she merely glanced at herself thoughtfully a time or two before turning her gaze upon her daughter. In fact, Aurora felt quite ashamed of her outburst. All her life she had been prone to outbursts, a habit which ran contrary to her preferred view of herself as a rational person. This outburst, considering its cause, or at least its starting point, seemed particularly unworthy of her. Still, she did not propose to apologize until she had considered the matter carefully—not that her daughter expected an apology. Emma sat quietly by her neatly folded clothes.

“Well, my dear, I must say you’ve behaved rather independently,” Aurora said. “Still, the times being what they are, I suppose I should have expected it.”

“Momma, it has nothing to do with the times,” Emma said. “You got pregnant, didn’t you?”

“Not consciously,” Aurora said. “Not with unseemly haste either. You’re only twenty-two.”

“Now stop it, just stop it,” Emma said. “You’re not going to lose your suitors.”

Aurora’s expression was once again a little bemused, once again a little aloof. “I can’t imagine why I should care,” she said. “All of them are miles beneath me. I’m not at all sure that’s why I cried. The shock may have made me jealous, for all I know. I always meant to have more children myself. Is Thomas coming home soon?”

“I want you to call him Flap, please.” Emma said. “He doesn’t like to be called Thomas.”

“Sorry,” Aurora said. “I don’t like using nicknames, even charming ones, and my son-in-law’s is hardly charming. It sounds like part of a loincloth.”

Emma gave up again. “He should be here any minute,” she said.

“Thomas is not likely to be prompt,” Aurora said. “He was late on several occasions while you were engaged.” She stood up and picked up her purse.

“I’m leaving at once,” she said. “I doubt if you’ll mind. Where are my shoes?”

“You didn’t wear any,” Emma said. “You were barefooted when you came in.”

“Remarkable,” Aurora said. “They must have been stolen right off my feet. I am hardly the sort to leave my house without shoes.”

Emma smiled. “You do it all the time,” she said. “It’s because all seventy-five pairs of them hurt your feet.”

Aurora didn’t deign to reply. Her departures, like her moods, were unpremeditated and always quite abrupt. Emma got up and followed her mother out the door, down the steps, and along the driveway. It had come a little summer shower and the grass and flowers were still wet. The lawns up and down the street were a brilliant green.

“Very well, Emma,” Aurora said. “If you’re going to contradict me I suppose it’s a good thing I’m leaving. We should inevitably quarrel. I’m sure you’ll find my shoes the minute I’m gone.”

“Why didn’t you look for them yourself if you’re so sure they’re there?” Emma said.

Aurora looked aloof. Her seven-year-old black Cadillac was parked, as always, several yards from the curb. She had had a lifelong horror of scraping her tires. The Cadillac was old enough, in her view, to pass for a classic antique, and she always paused a moment before she got in, to admire its lines. Emma walked around the car and stood looking at her mother, whose lines, in their way, were also classic. West Main Street, in Houston, was never very busy, and no cars disturbed their silent contemplation.

Aurora got in, adjusted her seat, which never seemed to stay the same distance from the pedals, and managed to insert her key in the ignition, a trick only she could manage. Years before she had been forced to use the key to pry open a screen door, and since then it had been slightly bent. Perhaps by now the ignition was bent too—in any case Aurora was firmly convinced that the bentness of the key was all that had kept the car from being stolen many times.

She looked out her window and there was Emma standing quietly in the street, as if waiting for something. Aurora felt inclined to be merciless. Her son-in-law was a young man of no promise, and in the two years that she had known him his manners had not improved, nor had his treatment of her daughter. Emma was too poor and too fat and looked awful in his T-shirts, which, had he any respect, he would not have allowed her to wear. Her hair had never been one of her glories, but at the moment it was a distinct stringy mess. Aurora felt inclined to be quite merciless. She paused a moment before putting on her sunglasses.

“Very well, Emma,” she said once again. “You needn’t stand there expecting congratulations from me. I was not once consulted. You have made your bed. You no longer have an open destiny. Besides, you’re far too stubborn to be a parent. Had you cared to take me into your confidence a little sooner, I could have told you that. But no, not once did you consult me. You haven’t even a proper residence—that place you live in is just the top of a garage. Infants have enough respiratory problems without having to live with cars beneath them. It isn’t likely to do much for your figure either. Children never think of these things. I am still your mother, you know.”

“I know, Momma,” Emma said, stepping close to the car. To Aurora’s surprise she didn’t argue, did not defend herself. She merely stood by the car, in the awful T-shirt, looking, for the first time in years, mild and obedient. Emma looked down at her quietly, in the manner of a proper daughter, and Aurora noticed again something she was always forgetting: that her child had the loveliest eyes, green, with lights in them. They were the eyes of her own mother, Amelia Starrett, who had been born in Boston. And she was so young, really, Emma.

Suddenly, to Aurora’s terror, life seemed to bolt straight from her grip. Something flung her heart violently, and she felt alone. She no longer felt merciless, she just— She didn’t know, something was gone, nothing was certain, she was older, she had not been granted control, and what would happen? She had no way to see how things would end. In her terror she flung out her arms and caught her daughter. For a moment the only thing she knew was the cheek she was kissing, the girl she was hugging to her; and then, abruptly, her heart settled back and she noticed, quite to her surprise, that she had pulled Emma half through the window of the car.

“Oh, oh,” Emma said repeatedly.

‘What’s wrong?” Aurora asked, releasing her.

“Nothing,” Emma said. “I just bumped my head on the car.”

“Oh. I wish you weren’t so careless, Emma,” Aurora said. She had never that she could remember lost so much dignity so quickly, and she scarcely knew what to do to recover it. Ideally she would have driven straight away, but the shock, or whatever it was, had left her shaken. She didn’t feel quite up to working the pedals. Even when at her best she sometimes forgot to work them, and did inconvenient things to cars that stopped in her way. Often people shouted at her at such times.

Besides, it was not the moment to drive away. In her panic she felt sure she had given her daughter the upper hand, and she was not disposed to leave until she had it back. She twisted her rearview mirror around until she could see herself in it, and she waited patiently for her features to compose themselves again. It certainly was not turning out to be one of her better days.

Emma watched, rubbing her bumped head. She had gotten her due, more or less, but she could see that her mother had no intention of letting her keep it.

“You don’t have to tell your boy friends for a while, you know,” she said. “You rarely let me meet them anyway. I could probably have the kid off to prep school before they suspect a thing.”

“Humph,” Aurora said, combing her hair. “In the first place the child, if there is to be one, will almost certainly be a girl. That’s customary in our family. In the second place they are not my boy friends, they are my suitors, and you will please refer to them as such, if you must refer to them at all.”

“Whatever you say,” Emma said.

Aurora had wonderful hair—it was auburn and abundant, and had always been her daughter’s envy. Arranging it invariably left her looking pleased, and soon she looked pleased again. Despite all, she had kept her looks, and looks were a great consolation. She rapped the steering wheel with the back of her comb.

“You see, I told you Thomas would be late,” she reminded Emma. “I can’t wait any longer. If I don’t rush I’ll miss my shows.”

She elevated her chin several degrees and bestowed upon her daughter a slightly impish grin. “As for you,” she said.

“As for me, what?”

“Oh, nothing,” Aurora said. “Nothing. You’ve brought this upon me now. There is nothing more to say. No doubt I’ll manage somehow.”

“Stop trying to make me feel guilty,” Emma said. “I have my rights, and you’re no martyr. It’s not like the stake and the pyre await you around the corner.”

Aurora ignored the remark—it was her custom to ignore all cleverness of that sort.

“No doubt I’ll manage somehow,” she said again, in a tone which was meant to indicate that she considered herself absolved of all responsibility for her own future. She was, for the moment, rather cheerful, but she wanted it clearly understood that if anything bad happened to her in what remained of her life the fault must be laid at doorsteps other than her own.

To forestall argument, she started the car. “Well, dear,” she said, “at least it may force you to diet. Please oblige me and have something done to your hair. Perhaps you ought to dye it. Honestly, Emma. I think you’d look better bald.”

“Leave me alone,” Emma said, “I’m resigned to my hair.”

“Yes, that’s the trouble with you,” Aurora said. “You’re resigned to far too much. That garment you’re wearing verges on the pathetic. I wish you’d go take it off. I’ve never allowed myself to be resigned to anything that wasn’t delightful, and nothing about your life is delightful that I can see. You must make some changes.”

“I think they’re being made for me,” Emma said.

“Tell Thomas he might be more prompt,” Aurora said. “I must sail. My shows won’t wait. I hope I don’t meet any policemen.”

“Why?”

“They look at me wrong,” Aurora said. “I really don’t know why. I’ve never hurt one.” She took another gratifying look at her coiffure and twisted the mirror more or less back into place.

“I imagine it’s that negligent look you cultivate,” Emma said.

“Pooh, I’m going. You’ve delayed me long enough,” Aurora said. She dismissed her daughter with an airy wave and peered down the street to see whether any obstructions had been put in her path. A small green foreign car had just chugged past, but that was minor. Probably if she honked loudly enough it would turn into a driveway and let her by. Such cars ought to be driven on sidewalks anyway—there was little enough room in the streets for American cars.

“Bye, Momma, come again,” Emma said, for form’s sake.

Aurora didn’t hear. She seized the steering wheel commandingly and poked her foot at the appropriate pedal. “Little Aurora,” she said fondly as she drove away.

3.

EMMA HEARD her and smiled. “Little Aurora” was an expression her mother used only when she considered herself alone against the world—alone and supremely adequate.

Then she jumped. Her mother had begun immediately to honk at the Volkswagen, and the Cadillac had a very loud horn. Hearing it unexpectedly gave everyone, Emma included, apprehensions of emergency. Against such honking the little green car had no chance—the Cadillac swept it aside as easily as an ocean liner might sweep aside a canoe. The driver, assuming that catastrophe had overtaken someone, turned into a driveway and didn’t even honk back.

Emma stretched the T-shirt as far down her legs as it would go. The trees overhead were still dripping from the summer shower, and drops of water fell on her bosom, such as her bosom was. The T-shirt did emphasize certain of her inadequacies. Her mother had not been entirely wrong.

As usual, after one of her mother’s visits, Emma found herself feeling antagonistic, not merely toward her mother but also toward her husband and herself. Flap should have been there to defend himself, or her, or them. Her mother hadn’t really been on the attack; she had just been exercising her peculiar subtle genius for making everyone but herself seem vaguely in the wrong. There was never any peace with her mother around, but somehow, once she left, there was even less. Her most absurd remarks had a habit of hanging in the air. They were always uncalled for and outrageous, but never, for Emma, simply dismissible. Hair, diet, the T-shirt, Flap, and herself—no matter what she said in retaliation she was always left with the feeling that she had let her mother get away with murder. Actually, Flap was no great help, even when he was there. He was so scared of losing what little standing he had with Mrs. Greenway that he wouldn’t fight.

Two minutes later, while Emma was still standing in the driveway feeling dim-witted and slightly annoyed with herself, running through in her mind the brilliant rejoinders she might have made to her mother, Flap and his father drove up. His father was named Cecil Horton, and when he saw Emma he turned his neat blue Plymouth right up beside her, close enough that he could reach out and squeeze her arm without getting out of the car.

“Hi, Toots,” he said, smiling broadly. Cecil was a man of the 1940s—“Toots” was his customary gallantry. Emma hated it and looked forward to the day when Cecil forgot himself and used it with her mother. His smile also annoyed her, because it was automatic and completely impersonal. Cecil would have smiled broadly at a fire hydrant if he had had occasion to greet one.

“Toots yourself,” she said. “Did you buy the boat?”

Cecil didn’t hear the question. He was still smiling at her. His graying hair was neatly combed. He was only sixty, but he had grown a little deaf; in fact, he had stopped expecting to hear most of what was said to him. When he found himself being addressed by someone he was supposed to like, Cecil held his smile a little longer and if possible patted a shoulder or squeezed an arm to assure whoever it was of his affection.

Emma was not sure she believed in his affection, since it carried no real attention with it. She was convinced that she could have stood in the driveway dripping blood, both arms amputated at the elbow, and Cecil would still have driven up, said “Hi, Toots,” smiled broadly, and squeezed her stump. Her mother couldn’t stand him and left wherever she was at the mention of his name. “Don’t argue with me. When you talk about people they soon appear,” she would say, going out the door.

A few minutes later, when Cecil and the Plymouth had gone their way and she and Flap were walking up the driveway, Emma felt piqued enough to raise the issue.

“It’s two years now, and he’s never really noticed me,” she said.

“It’s not just you,” Flap said. “Daddy doesn’t pay much attention to anybody.”

“He pays attention to you,” Emma said. “Strict attention. I only enter his consciousness when he notices that I’ve failed to provide you with something he thinks you should have, like a clean shirt. You’ve told me that yourself.”

“Stop picking on me,” Flap said. “I’m tired.”

He did look it. He had a long nose, a long jaw, and a mouth that turned down easily when he was depressed, which was often. Perversely, when she had first known him, it was the fact that he was so frequently and frankly depressed that had attracted her to him—that and his long jaw. His depression had seemed touching and somehow poetic, and within two days Emma had become convinced that she was what he needed. Two years had passed and she was still reasonably convinced of it, but there was no denying that Flap hadn’t really responded as she had expected him to. She was obviously what he needed, but nine days out of ten he was still depressed. Time had almost forced her to admit that his depression wasn’t something that was going to go away, and she had just begun to ask herself why. She had also begun to ask Flap the same question. Not for nothing was she Aurora Greenway’s daughter.

“You shouldn’t be tired,” she said. “All you’ve done is help your father look at a boat. I’ve done a laundry and had a fight with mother, and I’m not tired.”

Flap held the screen for her. “Why was she here?” he asked.

“That’s an odd question,” Emma said. “Why do you ask?”

“I don’t know,” Flap said. “You weren’t very friendly to Daddy. I’d like a beer.”

He went into the bedroom and Emma held her peace and got the beer. His touchiness about his father didn’t really upset her—the two of them had always been very close and she was an intrusion into their relationship that Flap hadn’t learned to handle gracefully, that was all. There were times when he was comfortable with her, and she assumed there were times when he was comfortable with his father, but there had never yet been a time when all three of them had been genuinely comfortable together.

Still, Cecil at his worst couldn’t make her a tenth as uncomfortable as her mother could make Flap without even trying.

He was stretched out on the bed reading Wordsworth when she brought the beer.

“What do I have to do to get you to stop reading and talk to me?” she asked.

“I’m just reading Wordsworth,” he said. “I hate Wordsworth. Almost anything will get me to stop reading him. You ought to know that. The smell of cooking would probably do it.”

“You’re a difficult man,” she said.

“No, just selfish,” Flap said. He closed Wordsworth and gave her a nice friendly look. He had brown eyes and could look hopeless and friendly at the same time. It was his best look, and Emma had never been able to resist it—almost any sign of friendliness was enough to win her over. She sat down on the bed and took his hand.

“Did you tell her you were pregnant?” Flap asked.

“I told her. She had a fit.” She described the fit in full detail.

“What an absurd woman,” Flap said. He sat up suddenly, smelling of beer and salt water, and began to make a pass. His passes were always sudden. Within five seconds Emma was flustered and breathless, which seemed to be exactly the effect he wanted to make.

“What is it with you?” she asked, struggling to get at least partially undressed. “You never seem to want to give me time to think about it. I wouldn’t have married you if I wasn’t willing to think about it.”

“One of us might lose interest,” Flap said.

It was the one thing he did quick—everything else took him hours. Sometimes, in cool moments, Emma wondered if it might not be possible to reverse his priorities, get him to do sex slow and other things quick, but when put to the test she always failed. At least, though, when he sat up afterward to take off his shoes he looked really happy. Ardor seemed to stay in his face longer than it did elsewhere, which was actually all right with her.

“You see, doing it my way neither of us loses interest,” he said over his shoulder while on the way to the bathroom.

“Getting laid by you is more like getting sideswiped,” Emma said. “Interest has little to do with it.”

As usual, she finished undressing after the fact and lay with her head propped on two pillows, looking at her feet and wondering how long it would be before her stomach rose and blocked them from view. Hot as it was, the late afternoon was still her favorite time. She was cooled for a few minutes by her own sweat, and a long slanting shaft of sunlight fell across her, right where her panties should have been. Flap came back and flopped on his stomach to resume his reading, which made her feel slightly left out. She put one of her legs across his body.

“I wish your attention span were longer,” she said. “Why are you reading Wordsworth if you don’t like him?”

“He reads better when I’m not so horny,” Flap said.

“Momma isn’t really absurd,” Emma said. Her body had somehow been rushed off far from her mind, but that was over and her mind wanted to go back and have the conversation it had been beginning when the rush occurred.

“I’d like to know what she is then.” Flap said.

“She’s just absolutely selfish,” Emma said. “I wish I knew whether that was bad or not. She’s a great deal more selfish than you are, and you’re no slouch. She may even be more selfish than Patsy.”

“Nobody’s more selfish than Patsy,” Flap said.

“I wonder what would have happened if you two had married one another,” Emma said.

“Me and Patsy?”

“No. You and Momma.”

Flap was so startled that he stopped reading and looked at her. One of the things he had always liked about Emma was that she would say anything that popped into her head, but he had never expected that particular thought to pop into anyone’s head.

“If she heard you say that she’d have you committed,” he said. “J should have you committed. Your mother and I may not have much integrity but we at least have enough to keep us from marrying one another. What an abhorrent thought.”

“Yes, but you’re a classicist, or something,” Emma said. “You think people only do reasonably normal things, or reasonably abnormal things. I’m smarter than you and I know that people are apt to do anything. Absolutely anything.”

“Especially your mother,” Flap said. “I’m not a classicist, I’m a romantic, and you’re not smarter than me.”

Emma sat up and scooted over near him so she could rub his back while he read. The sun had moved down her legs and onto the floor, and she had stopped being sweaty and cool and could feel the mugginess of the evening coming through the open window. It was only April, but already so hot at times that the patches of hot air were almost visible. Emma sometimes thought of them as having shapes, like Casper the Ghost, only these were unfriendly little hot ghosts that settled on her shoulders or curled around her neck, making her splotchy with heat.

After a while she began to try to decide what might make the coolest possible supper. She decided cucumber sandwiches, but it was only an abstract choice. Flap would never eat them and she didn’t have any cucumbers anyway. Unless she cooked something great he would probably read for hours without saying a word; after having sex he almost always read for hours without saying a word.

“It would have been strange if one of us had married someone who didn’t like to read, wouldn’t it?” she said. “There must be millions of interesting people in the world who just don’t like to read.”

Flap didn’t answer, and Emma sat looking out the window at the deepening evening, turning supper possibilities over in her mind. “The only thing I don’t like about sex is that it always means the end of a conversation,” she said.

“Still, I guess it’s what keeps us together,” she added, not really thinking.

“What?” Flap asked.

“Sex,” Emma said. “We don’t talk enough for it to be conversation.”

But Flap hadn’t really heard her. He had just spoken in response to her voice, to be polite. Emma got off the bed and began to gather up her clothes and his, feeling suddenly that she didn’t know quite what to make of things. Her own chance remark disconcerted her. She had no idea why she had said it, and no way of knowing whether she meant it or not. In the whole two years of their marriage she had never said anything similar, anything to indicate that she felt their being together was something less than a part of natural law. She had forgotten how to imagine life apart from Flap, and besides she was pregnant. If there was anything neither of them needed to think about it was the basis of their being together.

Emma looked at him, and the fact that he still lay sprawled on the bed reading, perfectly content, perfectly solid, and completely oblivious to her, tipped her back from her strange momentary list toward the unreal. She padded off and showered, and when she came back Flap was poking in the chest of drawers looking vainly for a T-shirt.

“They’re on the couch,” she said. “They’re even folded.”

She felt inspired to make a Spanish omelette and hurried off to try, but it was one of the fairly frequent occasions when her inspiration didn’t quite carry her through a dish. Flap contributed to what proved a minor debacle by sitting at the table and tapping his foot while he read, something he often did when he was really hungry. When she set the dish before him he looked at it critically. He fancied himself a gourmet. Only the fact that they had no money kept him from being a wine snob as well.

“That doesn’t look like a Spanish omelette,” he said. “That’s just Tex-Mex scrambled eggs.”

“Well, my mother was too patrician to teach me to cook,” Emma said. “Eat it anyway.”

“What a great day this has been,” he said, looking at her with his nice friendly eyes. “Daddy bought a new boat, I got home too late to see your mother, and now I get scrambled eggs. A perfect run of luck.”

“Yeah, and you also got laid,” Emma said, helping herself to some of the omelette. “It happened so fast you may not remember it, but you did.”

“Oh, stop pretending you’re neglected,” Flap said. “You aren’t neglected and you couldn’t look bitter if you tried.”

“I don’t know,” Emma said. “I might learn.”

It had begun to shower again, heavily. While they were finishing the omelette it stopped, and she could hear the trees dripping. The darkness outside was wet and deep.

“You’re always saying, ‘I don’t know,’” Flap said.

“Yes,” Emma said. “It’s true too. I don’t know. I don’t think I ever will. I bet that’s what I’ll do when I’m old. I’ll sit in a chair somewhere saying ‘I don’t know, I don’t know.’ Only then I’ll probably drool when I say it.”

Flap looked at his wife, once again a little startled. Emma had unexpected visions. He didn’t know what to say. Though unorthodox in appearance, it had actually been a very good omelette and he felt unusually content. Emma was staring into the wet night. Her quick face, which was almost always turned toward him—to see what he might be thinking, or might be wanting—was for the moment turned somewhere else. He had been about to compliment her but didn’t. Emma could sometimes make him feel reticent, at odd times and for no reason he knew, and it had just happened. A little baffled and very reticent, he fiddled with his fork for a while, and they sat and listened to the dripping trees.
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