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Abstract

Suburban Grotesque: The Vision of John Cheever

by

Lorie Hartman

Adviser: Professor Irving Howe

This dissertation is a study of the fiction of John Cheever
who is primarily known for the short stories he wrote and published
in The New Yorker magazine from the years 1935 through 1975.

It is the purpose of this dissertation to trace the recurring
themes that dominate Cheever’s fictions and to reveal Cheever as
a writer haunted by dark images of the grotesque. In his best work,
Cheever was able to illumine the disorder and alienation at the
heart of contemporary American life, especially that life which is
carried on in the suburbs.

But the grotesque is not 1limited to Cheever’s fictional
suburbs. Cheever identified the generating source of his work as
the fear of confinement, and he used geographical places to
symbolize that fear: the small, decaying New England town of St.
Botolphs, the suburbs such as Shady Hill and Bullet Park, and
finally the Falconer Federal Penitentiary.

Cheever'’s method was to beguile the reader through an easy-
going, casual narrative style of apparent realism which allowed the
grotesque and the supernatural in his fiction to seem believable
and even inevitable. He was a master at blending the laughable and
comic with images of terror or despair.

Because he dreaded the incursions of technology into the
seeming beauty of pastoral settings, he is very much in the
tradition of what the critic Richard Chase calls "American
Romance." In this tradition, the writer is allowed a greater
freedom from verisimilitude and continuity, since his purpose is
to illumine the inner reality of characters who find themselves in
crisis.

Although Cheever’s style became more radical and less
realistic in his later years, the presence of the grotesque was
there from the beginning. As a result, his best fiction is far
more daring and experimental than has generally been realized.
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Preface

"It all done been fix, en I ain’t seen nobody yit what can

onfix it...."

Chandler Harris, Uncle Remus Tales

During the months I have been writing this study of John
Cheever'’s fiction, many people have asked me why I chose this
particular writer. There has been a note of doubt in their
inquiries, a look of scepticism as if to convey the suggestion
that Cheever was essentially a mainstream author who published
his work in The New Yorker and tried hard not to offend
established values. To an extent, these criticisms of Cheever
are justified, and there have been mnoments in which his
.fictional vision has seemed to me a dishonest attempt to evade
the full implications of what he saw and what he knew.

But, in his best moments, Cheever reveals the loss and
absurdity at the heart of contemporary American life, par-
ticularly that 1life which is carried on now in American
suburbs.

It is this suburban fiction that first drew me to

Cheever, for many of the scenes set in Shady Hill or Proxmire
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Manor are strangely close to the incidents, people, and
landscape I recall from my childhood in one of cChicago’s
upper middle class suburbs on the North Shore.

Like Shady Hill,(Highland Park, Illinois is a suburﬁ of
curving tree-lined streets, spacious houses, green and leafy
lawns, country clubs, and quietly elegant supermarkets that
cater to the most exotic culinary fantasies.

Yet, when I was growing up in Highland Park, the town
seemed still to retain a steadying if subtle suggestion of its
origin as a prairie place. We 1lived in the woods.
Occasionally, we saw deer. I was badly frightened when
rattlesnakes were discovered in our woods and my parents
bought serum which was kept in the freezer in case one of us
should get bitten.

Even then, however, the town was oddly two-leveled.
There were the prairie people who had come from towns in
southérn Illinois such as Centralia or DuQuoin. They ran small
farms, worked as postmen or carpenters and seemed still to
retain a centering memory of genuine small town life.

My parents’ friends were different. The men worked in the
city. The women had maids and nurses for their children.
Their days were spent at the club in summer. In winter, they
worked for charity drives, chauffered their children to and
from the usual round of private lessons and doctors

appointments, and then picked up their husbands each evening
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at the local train station. It was all predictable, routine,
and, outwardly safe.

Yet, beneath the ordered rhythm of our 1life in the
suburbs, strange and terrible events would erupt unpredictably
as if to show us that the appearance of pastoral calm was no
more than an illusion. When I was ten or so, one of my
father’s friends-~-a golf partner and a frequent visitor at our
house--hanged himself from the shower rail in his bathroom.
The body was discovered by his son who some years later
disappeared into the gay community of Chicago.

Another couple who were my parents’ closest friends
seemed frightening to me. They were so ill-matched. The
husband was from one of Chicago’s most illustrious Jewish
families. He was wealthy and jocund, a sprightly little gnome
with pink cheeks. He was the head of the men’s clothing
department at Marshall Fields, and my father respected him as
an able businessman. The wife was of Irish Catholic descent
and had come from Tennessee. How they found each other I never
learned. But, when the wife got drunk, she would lapse into
a hillbilly bawdiness that infuriated and embarrassed her
husband. My parents said that he would threaten her with
divorce after such occasions. They were both very small and
always impeccably attired. There was something prissy and far
too perfect about their appearance, and they seemed to attract

tragedy. Their daughter was killed in a car accident in the



city; their son went up to a cabin they owned in Wisconsin and
shot his head off; an uncle had also committed suicide by
jumping from one of Chicago’s office towers, and the wife’s
sister was an alcoholic who, even in her fifties, would lapse
into her Tennessee twang and shout obscenities. Once, she
insisted that I come with her into the women’s locker room of
the country club so that she could tell me that although she
was dying of leukemia, she didn’t want her sister to know.

The illness she suffered from was alcoholism, not cancer,
but despite the embarrassment she caused, her family never
tried to put her away in an institution or move her to a city
neighborhood where her infelicities of speech would go
unnoticed. There was a certain staunch loyalty in this family
that gave their misfortunes a nearly tragic dignity.

This emphasis upon 1loyalty was one of the unspoken
realities of our suburban life. When a member of the country
club was indicted in some sort of complex embezzling scheme,
no one turned on him. On the contrary, the more influential
menmbers used their connections to keep the man out of prison.
They also chipped in to pay his dues at the country club.
Eventually, however, the man slipped out of sight, moved or
disappeared, I never really knew which.

There was the typical premium put on what John Cheever
would call "sumptuary law." Most men wore Lacoste shirts and

expensively tailored trousers when they played golf and
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seersucker suits in summer when they boarded the 8:10 for the
city. Yet, there was actually no real insistence upon
conformity, and one of the men chose to appear on the first
tee each summer weekend in knickers, long socks, and a tweed
cap with a visor. There were rumors about him: that he liked
to play cards with the men in the locker room for high stakes,
that he had once earned his living by running the gambling
tables in Las Vegas, and that he had married his middle-aged
wife for her money. He was tall and very handsome and
cultivated an English accent to match his cosmopolitan golfing
attire. He loved music, and liked to say that he had hoped to
be a singer. I played the piano accompaniment once while he
sang a Schumann song about how his love for a maiden enabled
him to transcend earthly concerns and become his better self.
Although his voice was cracked, he sang with genuine feeling,
and I somehow began to think of him as The Riverboat Gambler.
I liked to believe that when he sang the words, "You, my soul,
you my heart, you my joy, my better part," he was thinking of
me rather than his orange-haired wife.

So I grew up in Cheever country. I knew it before I read
the fiction, and when I found the story called "The Sorrows
of Gin," I understood the ten-year old Amy Lawton who first
dumps out the liquor and then fills her father’s gin bottle
with water. Amy has been left with an indifferent baby sitter

who tells her that drink is the devil’s instrument. Of course,
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Amy’s action only results in the baby sitter’s being accused
of having drunk the gin herself. So, in fear, Amy packs her
clothes and secretly goes to the local train station. It is
only the intervention of the station agent that prevents Any
from escaping into the city. When Amy’s father comes to
retrieve her, he has no idea why she has chosen to do such a
foolish thing. For a moment, the sight of her forlorn figure
sitting on the bench with "the rich names on her paper
suitcase" touches him. He shivers and feels the same sensation
"as when driving home late and alone, a shower of leaves on
the wind crossed the beam of his headlights, liberating him
for a second at the most from the literal symbols of his
life--the buttonless shirts, the vouchers and bank statenments,
the order blanks, and the empty glasses" ("The Sorrows of Gin"
csS 209).!

I was drawn to Cheever also because he seemed so much
like my fathef who was a first rate newspaper reporter before
he traded journalism for the higher fees of puﬁlic relations.
Had my father written fiction, it would have been much like
Cheever’s. Each had grown up with an ancestry that tormented
him: Cheever with the Puritan ideal of the successful man of
affairs, upright, and understated; my father with the wish to

shed his Jewishness, to be as rugged, stoical, and heroic as

! The abbreviation of "CS" refers to The Collected Stories of
Jdohn Cheever. New York: Knopf, 1978.
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a Hemingway hero.

Cheever'’s suburbs beckoned me with the lure of
discovering what kind of world I had grown up in, why it was
so sad for so many of us even though it seemed on the surface
to possess a narcotic and pastoral beauty. There was the
loveliness of the landscape: gardens in the summer and icicles
hanging off the huge, bare trees all winter. At dusk in the
warm months, the crickets would chirp incessantly and the
fireflies sparkled in the darkening fields.

And vyet, something was terribly wrong. Perhaps the
trouble slipped in with the suburban myth of the good life;
we were told so often that we lived in a land of milk and
honey that we dared not acknowledge sorrow. Unconcealed misery
was the one unpardonable sin. It was mandatory to be happy all
the time, and under this pressure our lives seemed to take
strange turnings as if some invisible force were determined
to make us see the folly of such unreal expectations.

There was always a high premium put on games in the
suburbs, and although Cheever himself loved games, he sensed
the ominous way in which games can suddenly turn serious. Cash
Bentley’s determination to preserve his youth by leaping over
living room furniture becomes deadly when it is no longer
played for fun. Cheever would have understood what the Greek
poet Bion meant when he tried to define the essential nature
of a short tale by saying, "The boys throw stones at the

frogs in sport, but the frogs die not in sport but in
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earnest." It is Cheever’s pained awareness that the
inhabitants of his fiction are both the boys and the frogs

that gives his writing its poignancy and power.
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Chapter One

In Search of John Cheéver

The world John Cheever creates is a world in which
landscape looms large. Environment is a gravitational pull
that holds a character in place. Cheever’s characters rarely
escape the influence of their environment, and when they do,
it is often as a descent, a steep fall from one level of the
social hierarchy to the next.

The New York City of the early stories is romantic, but
its allure is ephemeral and often fatal. It is a New York in
which promises are made but rarely kept, in which people’s
lives go wrong, become enbittered by 1loneliness or
disappointed ambition. And always, it is the city itself--
its lights and sounds, its restaurants and avenues --that
finally closes around the characters who 1live there,
imprisoning them in the grid of their own helpless yearnings.

This awareness of the way in which a region can imprint
itself on the inner lives of its inhabitants so that they
become 1living embodiments of the region’s stereotypical
eccentricities and attitudes becomes the controlling vision
not only in the early New York stories, but also in the
Wapshot novels. For Cheever, the sorrow of New England is in
the tacky beach cottages and amusement parks that now

disfigure its landscape, and in the rigidity of its eccentric



inhabitants that renders them unable to adapt to a world of
change. Although there is pathos in the Wapshots’ adherence
to outmoded ceremonies of innocence, there is grandeur as
well. For, like other American writers such as Henry James
and T.S. Eliot, Cheever dreaded the disorder and ugliness that
would accompany America’s seeming willingness to throw over
the anchoring tradition of a pastoral way of life.

It is Cheever’s yearning for beauty of landscape and an
ordered, predictable rhythm of existence that draws him to the
suburbs he creates in his stories. He writes of the suburb
both as a place and as a state of mind. As it emerges in
Cheever’s writing, the suburb becomes the last incarnation of
America’s pastoral dream, and a final haven against the
encroaching ugliness of superhighways with their franchise
strips, drive-in movies, miniature golf ranges, and shopping
malls.In this way, Cheever’s suburban fiction takes its place
in the American literary tradition that has always viewed
cities as places of corruption. Yet, like other American
utopian dreams, the suburb could not fulfill its promise of
a new life, and, almost against his conscious will, Cheever
began to write of it as a place of loneliness in which
solitary characters live out their lives in a green and sunlit
environment of fraudulence.

Darkening in Cheever’s imagination, the suburbs change

gradually from the protective if trivializing boundaries of



Shady Hill to the more surreal environments of Proxmire Manor,

B-, and Bullet Park. Nor is it as radical a change as it
might seem to move from Bullet Park with its unpredictable
explosions of violence to the manifestly brutal,irrational
world of Cheever’s last major novel set in the Falconer
Federal Penitentiary.

Falconer is the last place not only for the convicts it
imprisons, but also for Cheever’s fiction; it makes real the
underlying dread in all of Cheever’s work that eventually any
location will entrap an individual in its own kind of
spiritual suffocation.

Cheever was aware that the fear of confinement had become
central to his vision. In an interview, he remarked that all
of his work dealt with confinement in one shape or another,
and that he had used "three metaphors for confinement in [his]
books: the small New England Village, the world of affluent
exurbia, and now prison"(Interview with John Firth, 1977).

In this analysis of his own work, Cheever is perceptive
but perhaps too limiting, for the dread of confinement which
is so urgent in his writing transcends physical location. It
is the dread that any environment we create eventually becomes
an enclosed grid which takes on a strange power of its own to
contain and control the individual.

The English critic Tony Tanner writes of this fear of

environment as a concept which frequently resurfaces in the
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American imagination:

There is an abiding dream in American literature that
an unpatterned, unconditioned life is possible, in which
your movements and stillnesses, choices and repudiations
are all your own: and there is an abiding American dread
that someone else 1is patterning your 1life....The
problematical and ambiguous relationship of the self
to patterns of all kinds--social, psychological,

linguistic--is an obsession among recent American

writers (City of Words 15).

As a reaction to their dread of imprisonment, characters
in American fiction are apt to take the radical action of a
Wakefield who, for no apparent reason, severs himself suddenly
from his former life. American literature is a fiction of
characters who light out for the territory, exile themselves
in Europe, or stay on the road. The strange thing about
Cheever’s charécters--especially the suburban ones--is that
they have 1lost any real power to grapple with their
environment. They might yearn to evade a socially imposed
identity, but ultimately they allow themselves to be reduced
to the world’s standards. Herman Melville knew that men
should learn the lesson of the whale and " live in this world
without being of it." Cheever’s characters have lost this

awareness, 1f they ever had it, and therefore they live in a
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world of limited possibility.

It is this extreme inability to imagine alternatives for
their lives that causes the inhabitants of Cheever’s fiction
such desperation. Kierkegaard wrote that "if a human
existence is brought to the point where it lacks possibility,
then it is in despair....possibility is the only salvation"
(Sickness unto Death 37-38). In their acceptance of the world
as is, Cheever’s characters deny their own inner freedom:; it
is this spiritual confinement that causes them to respond to
their dilemmas with the mechanical, repetitive, and ultimately
ineffective behavior that turns them into grotesques.

The characters Cheever imagines are incapable of
sustained introspection. If they read, they pull a randoﬁ book
from a shelf by chance and use it as an anodyne to dull
anxiety. Cheever’s characters dine out with friends, tend
their gardens, earn money, and go to endless parties where
they drink and dance. But they do not attempt to understand
the meaning or pufpose of their lives. Without capacity for
genuine insight, they lose individual outline and definition.
They seem to merge into a collective of shadowy figures who
are generally well-to-do but uneasy; who are almost inevitably
troubled in their marriages, and have not so much turned
' aggressively against intellectual rigor as they have passively
relinquished the hope of attaining wisdom. As such, they

become suburbanites of the soul, self-exiled from the more
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intense commitments that are the defining outlines of
individual identity.

Especially in Cheever’s late fiction, the individual
character is always in danger of melt-down, forever concerned
with the real threat that it will be transformed into the
pattern of another person’s personality. Without a
sustaining depth and richness of identity, Cheever’s
characters are left at risk of an isolation which can never
be assuaged, no matter how continuously the social round is
pursued. For, in the shallow fragility of their spirit, they
can 'find sustenance neither from each other nor from a
fulfilling enounter with self.

It is this lack of inner complexity coupled with their
irredeemable loneliness that makes Cheever’s characters seenm
more effective in short stories than in novels. They explode
from the crises of their lives in brief and often violent acts
rather than muse on the values and assumptions that have made
them desperate.

They are at the very farthest remove from the characters
Henry James creates, characters such as Isabel Archer or
Lambert Strether who attempt constantly to expand their
understanding, to adapt to new visions and possibilities never
before imagined. Without the capacity for complexity of
relationship either to the inner world of self or to the outer

world of an intricately perceived social setting, the
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Unable to grasp the deeper meaning of their difficulties,
Cheever’s characters rely on strange, solipsistic strategens
to relieve their pain: they jump over furniture, swim through
a network of suburban pools, or bake Lady Baltimore cakes
secretly in their kitchens at midnight. In relation to their
interior blankness, the exterior world seems a force capable
of reducing individual characters to docility. Should an
individual such as Gee-Gee in "The Scarlet Moving Van" be
unable to conform, the environment expels him and he
disappears.

The annihilating power which environment wields in
Cheever’s fiction to éaralyze individuals and blow them away
creates a sense that the characters have been victimized, made
ephemeral and impermanent by the greater force of the
surrounding society. With very litﬁle'télﬁbld on to, Cheever’s
characters tend to lose their grip, to seek hopelessly for the
human connection that the surrounding society continually
promises and denies. Solitary and bewildered, they often
conform to D.H. Lawrence’s definition of the essential
American soul as "hard, isolate, stoic, and a killer"(Studies
in Classic American Literature 68).

As a release from loneliness, alcohol becomes a magic
potion of transformation in Cheever’s fiction, and the mixing

of martinis is the one ritual which is enacted with genuine



conviction. Only in Hemingway’s novels is there an equal
amount of attention lavished on drinking. Yet, there is a
telling difference in the way the two authors portray their
characters’ dependence on liquor. Hemingway’s characters still
frequently take pleasure in the icy coldness of their wine,
the perfect complement of beer to a meal eaten in the
wilderness. In Cheever’s stories, there is almost no sensuous
delight remaining, and the men and women seem to drink
mindlessly in restless pursuit of escape.
| "I drank too much," moans one of the characters gathered
around the suburban pool in "The Swimmer." "We all drank too
much," the others agree. Like moths fluttering towards light,
the inhabitants of Cheever’s fiction are drawn to a virtually
endless chain of parties that keep them constantly in motion.
The restlessness that impels them seems only to intensify
their hunger for an elusive sense of permanence and belonging.
It is this underlying awareness of their own ephemerality that
causes Cheever’s characters to seek out the colonial
architecture and early American furniture that signify
tradition and longevity.
The primal symbol of dread in Cheever’s world is the
scarlet moving van that rolls soundlessly through the suburban
dusk bringing strangers who will become new neighbors and

carrying off the posséssions of those who must face the



necessity of constructing, once again, in still another
locale, the illusion of a well established family history.

Cheever always said when he was asked why he chose to
work so concentratedly in the short story form that short
stories seemed appropriate to the late twentieth century,
expressing the mobility of modern life, its loneliness and
discontinuity. Essentially, Cheever would have agreed with
Nietzche’s certainty that "the only thing that can nowadays
be well made, that can be a masterpiece is the small thing.
only in that is integrity still possible" (Stern, Nietzsche
21-22). He often defined fiction as "a superior form of dream
that bursts toward illumination," and this fictional rhythm
of quick explosion rather than steady, thorough investigation
and exploration of social pattern also became a factor in
Cheever’s affinity for the short story formn.

In The Lonely Voice, a study of the modern short story,
Frank O’Connor writes that the short story only rarely
portrays any sort of heroic figure.. What it offers instead
is a representative from some characteristic group within the
general society that feels itself to be marginal and at
particular risk of either spiritual or material dissolution.
In these stories, "there is no character... with whom the
reader can identify himself, unless it 1is that nameless,
horrified figure who represents the author"(The Lonely Voice

17). 0’Connor goes on to say that always in the short story



there is this sense of outlawed figures wandering about the
fringes of society, superimposed sometimes on symbolic figures
whom they caricature and echo~--Christ, Socrates, and
Moses....As a result there is in the short story at its most
characteristic...an intense awareness of human loneliness.
(The Lonely Voice 19)

Even as Cheever seemed to be writing about the winners
in American society, his characters are, in reality, the
descendants of Charlie Chaplin’s "Little Man": lonely, dwarfed
and buffeted by their surroundings, and forever uneasy in a
world that seems to echo with the sound of raucous parties
and family fights.

To understand how John Cheever came to write this
fiction, it is necessary to see how Cheever himself became
the divided figqure for whom the disguise of distinguished
American lineage, wealth, and upscale gentility was both a

destructive temptation and, simultaneously, a valorous deceit.

John Cheever liked to tell his children that the
Cheever family was descended from EzZekiel Cheever who crossed
the Atlantic in 1637, kept "the welfare of the Province much
upon his spirit;.., abominated Periwigs" and was eulogized by
Cotton Mather. (Samuel Sewall gqtd. in Donaldson 4). The real

ancestor of Cheever’s family was a prison keeper in Cambridge,



Massachusetts named Daniel Cheever. At some point, Cheever
himself began to believe the tales he invented regarding his
family ancestry, and this pattern of whimsical or wish
fulfilling invention gradually forming itself as new doctrine
became characteristic of Cheever’s recollections. He seems to
have spoken so often and so insistently of his father’s
position as owner of a shoe factory in Lynn, Mass. that he no
longer accepted the reality that his father had been a
travelling salesman for the factory who spent his days on the
road moving from one New England retail shoe store to the
next.

In any case, the financial crisis of 1929 hit Frederick
Cheever hard, and he lost both job and savings. Although he
tried to find work, he began to sink into a downward spiral
of depression, alcoholism and self disgust. To keep the family
afloat, Cheever’s mother, Mary, began a gift shop in Quincy.
The Mary Cheever Gift sShoppe did well right from the
beginning. Delighted by her new independence and her ability
to support the family, Cheever’s mother seems to have spared
her husband no opportunity to witness her success in contrast
to his own resounding failure.

For the rest of his life, John Cheever loathed the sight
and smell of the bric-a-brac that fills gift shops. Such
clutter became emblematic to him of the way in which a woman

can cheapen natural existence even as she pretends to be



providing a service to her family and her community. Recurring
as a motif throughout Cheever’s fiction is the woman who uses
her husband’s temporary economic embarrassment as the stepping
stone to her own triumphant liberation. This idea surfaces in
the bitterness with which Cheever describes Sarah Wapshot’s
glee as she contemplates transforming her husband’s wrecked

schooner into her vision of a waterside boutique:

She saw the ship berthed at the garden wharf,

her hull shining with fresh paint and her cabin full
of light. She saw...a dozen or more cars parked in the
cornfield...She saw a sign nailed to the elm by the path:
VISIT THE S.S.TOPAZE, THE ONLY FLOATING GIFT SHOPPE IN
NEW ENGLAND. In her mind she took the path down the
garden and crossed the wharf to board the ship. Her
cabin was all new paint (the life preservers were gone),
and lamps burned on many small tables, illuminating a
cargo of ash trays, cigarette lighters, playing-card
cases, wire arrangements for holding flowers, vases,
embroidery, handpainted drinking glasses and cigarette

boxes that played "Tales from the Vienna Woods" when

you opened them. (The Wapshot Chronicle 158)

It was impossible for Frederick and Mary Cheever not to

turn in fury against one another. Although they remained



married in name, Cheever’s father was often away from home.
The rancor of his parents’ marriage seemed to seep into John
Cheever’s soul, and there is almost no instance in his fiction
of any sustaining love between a man and a woman. Instead,
one reads again and again of embittered marriages in which the
husband loses his job, begins to drink, leaves home, falls in
love with a younger, prettier woman, or compensates for his
wife’s shrewishness by solacing himself with the imagined
vision of a tender and understanding young girl. Those
marriages that do endure--the Farquarsons of Shady Hill and
the Trenchers in their New York city apartment--maintain
themselves either at the cost of social imposture or nmutual
psychoiogical aggression.

In Cheever’s fiction, sexual love is typically explosive
and uneasy. A woman‘s supressed rage will surface in the
seemingly accidental murder of a husband, the vampire-like
satisfaction of attending old lovers in their final illnesses,
and the surreal ability to transform herself at will into a
sexless hag.

As the catalyst of sexual agony, financial anxiety
becomes, for Cheever’s characters, the source of resentment
and despair. Cheever writes about money with the same
obsessive concern one finds in the fiction of F. Scott
Fitzgerald. He is intensely aware not only of the way in which

economic disaster can bring about the collapse of a marriage,



but can also precipitate the steep descent through America’s
class system that is invariably a cause of personal despair.
In one of his early uncollected stories,."North of Portland,"
written in 1940, a formerly well-to-do couple from an old and
respected New England family has fallen on hard times. In
order to survive, they must turn their historic house into a
tourist accommodation, and this change in their fortunes makes
them bitter and quarrelsome. In front of their grandson, the
two fall into the hurtful and reductive recriminations that
so often accompany unaccustomed scarcity. The grandmother
scolds her ‘husband for picking at his meals and then conmning
down to the pantry in the middle of the night to eat all the

doughnuts she has made:

"You pick at your food and then you get up in
the night and come down here and eat a dozen
doughnuts..."

"Oh, all right,"” the old man cried. "Maybe I did
eat a few doughnuts. What of it? Aren’t they there to
be eaten? Everything I do is wrong. Everything I‘ve

done for twenty years is wrong." ("North of Portland" .20)

The two try to smooth their quarrel over by diverting the
grandson with an anecdote about some avaricious neighbors

who had planned to build tourist cabins beside a man-made lake



only to wake up one morning to find that someone has drained
away the water. Suddenly, the o0ld man’s laugh turns to a
hacking cough, and near tears, he says faintly, "When I have
seen by Time’s fell hand defaced...."("North of Portland" 20)

The women in Cheever‘’s fiction are typically survivors
who might be required to share a husband’s misfortune, but who
will never again accord him respect or honor. Cheever always
blamed his mother for her seeming indifference to his father’s
humiliation. Yet, Frederick Cheever never fully reciprocated
his son’s intense feeling. There seems to have been a settled
conviction among all the family members that it was the older
son, Fred, who had carried away all the father’s affection.
John Cheever felt himself to be an afterthought: conceived,
as his mother liked to remind him, only because she had drunk
two Manhattans one afternoon, and born only out of the
stalwart resistance she put up to her husband’s wish that the
pregnancy be terminated.

For his older brother, Cheever felt a volatile mixture
of love and hate, admiration and inevitable jealousy. As the
two grew older, Cheever admitted that he had been troubled by
the intensity of his love for Fred, that occasionally he
feared even that this love was abnormal and dangerous. In an
early story, "The Brothers," published in Cheever’s first

collection entitled The Way Some Peopl ive (1943), Cheever

writes of the closeness and cameraderie two brothers share,



and the younger brother‘s dawning realization that their

intimacy has become too exclusive and intense:

In the morning Tom woke up before his
brother and left the room without waking him....
He was not greatly worried, though he was disturbed.
He loved his brother, and this love was the
strongest thing in his comprehension:; but it was
a love that held no jealousy and no fear and no
increase....It was the first time it had occurred
to Tom that their devotion to each other night be
stronger than their love of any girl or even than

their love of the world. ("The Brothers" 232)

When Tom, the younger brother, decides that he must go
away in order to give them both the chance to begin more
independent lives, Kenneth walks by himself through a meadow

which is showing the first signs of the coming winter:

He went down the drive, and at the gateposts he
turned off towards the river, walking straight
across the fields with the brush and grass whipping
at his trousers.It was one of the first great nights
of autumn, and the wind tasted of winter and of the

season’s end and moved in the trees with the noise



of a conflagration. He made a mechanical clutching
gesture with his hands as if something were slipping
through them. He saw the dark hills, darker than the
sky, and the grass and the trees and the river, as if
he had never seen them before. Now he felt the pain
that Tom had brought down on both of them without
any indignation; they had tried to give their lives
some meaning and order, and for love of the sane
world that had driven them together, they had had

to separate. He walked through the fields clutching
involuntarily at the air, as if something were
slipping from his grasp, and swearing and looking
around him like a stranger at the new, strange,

vivid world. ("The Brothers" 236-237)

Again and again in John cCheever’s fiction, the two
brothers twist and twine in a mutual struggle of love and
antagonism. Cheever himself was consciously aware fhat the
theme had become almost obsessive. "The brothers story I’ve
told fifty times, I guess," he often said. "Sometimes I think
I am not telling it, but I am....I strike him in some, I hit
~him with sticks, rocks: he, in turn, also damages me...."

(Donaldson 54).

When John Cheever did decide to move away from the Boston



apartment he shared with Fred, it was to New York and the
beginning of his professional life as a writer. He never
again would live in New England, but the beauty of the South
Shore towns--Quincy and Hingham and Adams-- became, for hinm,
the embodiment of a permanent, rooted, and pastoral way of

life that was quickly disappearing.

Cheever’s dread of modern technology emerges in the
fiction he wrote through a recurrent horror that the airplanes
and super highways, the trains and the vast bridges of
twentieth century America imperil our sense that we are still
in control. He would have agreed with Ralph Waldo Emerson’s
observation that "things are in the saddle and ride mankind."
Cheever’s dread of modernity co-exists uneasily with his
dislike for any willed or self conscious effort to preserve
the past. Those characters in his stories who place undue
importance on a lowboy that has been in the family for several
generations are usually characters who, for one reason or
another, have been stunted in their ability to grow.

Although Cheever had a certain fondness for his Puritan
ancestors--their quirkiness and the cachet of social

acceptance this lineage lent the family--he was also



intensely aware of the burden this heritage of earnestness
and morbid introspection could become. In their effort to
break free from Puritan gloom, Cheever’s characters will
batter at anyone who seems to represent a force of repression
that would smother simple delight in the natural world.

Of course, the conflict was most intensely carried on
within Cheever himself. There were always two John Cheevers:
the Dionysiac, party-going, fun loving Cheever'who swam in the
ocean, skated, played touch football, and was adept at lovely
twists of self-mocking humor and the Cheever who drank far too
much in the struggle to fend off recurrent attacks of anxiety
and deep depression. His own dawning consciousness of the
force of homosexual longing he would have somehow to deal with
only added to the turbulence of his inner life. Coming from
the gentility of his Protestant New England background in
which men were expected to dress in tweeds and to preserve the
facade of reasonably contented heterosexual monogamy, it would
have been impossible for Cheever to surrender his tormenting
secret. But, this attempt at concealment cost him a terrible
effort, an effort which perhaps goes far to explain the force
of fury in his fiction.

This force erupts in the nearly homicidal antagonism of
brothers, the brutality of fathers to sons, the unbridled,
almost gleeful cruelty of wives to their victim-husbands. Even

the well ordered suburbs Cheever creates conceal a demonic
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element, for without warning they seem to metamorphose into
microcosms of damnation.

Almost against his intention, the suburban settings in
Cheever’s best work become transformed locations of
irremediable loneliness that take on a nearly deterministic
power of control over their inhabitants’ lives. No one is
able to leave. The commuter train speeds away in the morning,
but invariably it‘brings its passengers home at night. The
only escape is through a descent into financial or moral
collapse. With bomb shelters buried under green and spacious
back yards, and revolvers concealed within almost every home
in Shady Hill, Cheever’s suburbs become the terrain on which
a dark, nearly surreal literature of spiritual blight unfolds.

Cheever always repudiated his resemblance to other
American writers who forged their novels with a scrupulous
realism that spared no effort of accuracy, even to the
architecture of the country club, or the type of business
attire men generally adopted. Denying that his fiction was a
literature of manners in the style of J.P. Marquand or John
O’Hara, Cheever liked to say, "The fact that I can count the
olives in a dish just as quick as John O’Hara doesn‘t mean I’m
O’Hara" (Donaldson, American Writers 189). More seriously,
Alwyn Lee attempted to distinguish Cheever’s art from the work

of social realists in an article printed in Time magazine in

1964:



The importance of his fiction comes from the
urgency of his moral insights. This puts his work
in a different order of art from that of John
O’Hara, a man of greater technical skill with a
harder eye for the surface detail of current U.S.
life, but one who is limited to a bleak and ironical
view of existence in which nothing can compensate
for economic and social defeat or deprivation of
status. He has surmounted the limitation which
renders‘ jejune the social chronicles of John
Marquand; Cheever cari place his people as unerringly
as Marquand in the social pecking order, but they
are seen finally as naked spirits, not ladies and

gentlemen at all. (68)

It is ironic that the suburban setting elicited some of
Cheever’s most interesting fiction, for in the same way that
the slave-~holding South became a region ihstantly associated
with a debased ethical structure, the American suburb was--
and to a large extent still is--the despised region of
contenmporary culture.

Yet, unlike the South, the affluent suburbs had no shared
history, no mythic folklore of heroism in defeat, and no
tradition of intellectual endeavor. The suburbs were places

created out of reaction: reaction to industrialization and
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urban blight, to epidemics, to the influx of foreigners in the
last quarter of the nineteenth century, and to the seeming
downfall of European culture after World War II which
suggested the inevitable corruption of city life.

As if to reflect a mode of existence in which material
well being is accepted as the defining condition of happiness,
the post-war stories and novels set in American suburbs by
authors such as O’Hara and Marquand have concentrated massive
forces of literary realism on subjects of limited interest.
This association of the suburban locale with themes considered
trivial if not bourgeois has led critics to group Cheever’s
work with theirs as predominantly a fiction of dispirited
acceptance.

It is not so much Cheever’s subject, but rather his
relation to that subject which is, occasionally, cause for
concern. Throughout his career, Cheever reitterated his
conviction that the suburban setting itself never radically
altered his characters’ actions or attitudes. "I am not out
to be a social critic...nor a defender of suburbia,"™ he often
protested. "It goes without saying that the people in my
stories and the things that happen to them could take place
anywhere" (interview with Rollene Waterman, Saturday Review).

Although he could not consistently preserve this sort of
bland, sociological neutrality, the fact that if.was Cheever’s
stated intention to keep his fiction free of heavy social

criticism certainly affects the characteristic texture and
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design of a Cheever story. Alfred Kazin has noted that
Cheever’s characters never engage in a genuine battle with
their environment (Kazin, O‘Hara, Cheever, and Updike" in
Essays 121). Instead, to avoid confrontation with the social
forces in league against them, characters will typically make
a strangely Faustian bargain: in return for a restoration of
the contentment they have once known, they will docilely
accept a way of life which has been subtly reduced. This
diminution in a character’s hopes or vision of existence might
involve the trade-in of a genuine passion for a therapeutic
hobby such as woodworking; or, it might be simply a soundless
resignation to the continuation of a barren marriage. In
Cheever‘’s fiction, the moment of diminishment is disquised by
the gentle and comforting sounds of a jazz band on a cruise
ship or rain on the roof. In whatever form, it is disguised
so deftly that even the author seems to be left momentarily
unsure whether or not his characters have made a prudent
choice or whether they haile lost their chance at a more
fulfilling existence.

This final ambiguity is made still more difficult for the
reader to resolve by the tone of Cheever’s typical narrator.
For, és the narrator chronicles the difficulties of characters
who are trapped, his tone generally reflects the attitude of
the surrounding society. It is as a member of the chorus that

the narrator tells his tale; his outlook expresses the values
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of the community, and his plain, pragmatic style of speech
mimics the "pretended ineloquence...through which the American
has come to speak" (Rourke 72).

In a subtle fashion, this straightforward style of
Cheever’s narrators is connected to what Mark Twain called the
"anti-literary impulse" of American art, the tendency of our
authors to extol even as they seemingly deride a view of life
that equates abundance and efficiency with spiritual well-
being. It is the subtle assumption made by the narrator that
the reader shares an outlook which is essentially in accord
with middle class values that gives Cheever’s fiction its tone
of seeming complicitousness and compromise.

Yet, in another sense, the use which Cheever makes of
this narrator nails the story home, for it is the very force
and ubiquity of the prevailing outlook in American culture
that Cheever finally dramatizes. The narrator tries to
include the reader in a common point of view as subtly and
sinuously as oil slides over still water.

To what degree Cheever was fully aware of his own
ambivalent attitude towards the recognized signs of success
in America is difficult to ascertain. Certainly, any reader
of Cheever’s fiction must concede that he often succumbed to
his own yearning to be accepted. It was always important to
Cheever that he earn his living as a writer, and that except

for brief interludes of work in Hollywood and at Barnard



College, he had never been forced to take a job. He liked to
tell about the early years when he still lived in the city
near the Queensborough Bridge. Every morning he would put on
his business suit and ride down in the elevator with the men
going to Wall St. and Madison Ave. He would go down to the
basement where he "wrote all morning in his boxer shorts,
typing away on a portable Underwood set up on a folding table.
At lunchtime he would put the suit back on and ride up in the
elevator"(Susan Cheever 75).

Keeping up the disguiée was at first a matter of humor,
a playful way to safely separate himself from the proprieties
of upper middle class American life even as he preserved the
privileges of popular acceptance. At some point, however, he
began occasionally to be fooled by his own skillful portrayal
of himself as a spokesman and apologist for American
culture;in these moments, Cheever becomes suburban not only
in terms of his subject matter, but also with regard to his
tone and point of view.

The duplicity which D.H. Lawrence noted in American
writing becomes a part of the fascination of Cheever’s
stories. How often he seems to write "with a tight mental
allegiance to a morality which all [his] passion goes to
destroy." (Studies in Classic American Ljterature gtd. in
Chase 9). In Cheever’s fiction, this conflict becomes the

tension between the darkness of his psyche and the false
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unwillingness to drive to the depth of the nihilistic darkness
he perceives.

In a strange sketch called "A Miscellany of Characters
that Will Not Appear" Cheever lists each of the character
types and settings which will never again find a place in his
fiction. These include

"all scornful deécriptions of American landscapes
with ruined tenements, automobile dumps, polluted
rivers, jerry-built ranch houses, abandoned
miniature golf links....gaudy and fanciful gas
stations, unclean motels, candlelit tearooms and

streams paved with beer cans.... (CS 552)

The cause for wonder here ié not so much that Cheever’s
work is filled with precisely these "scornful descriptions,"
but that he could so assiduously attempt to censor himself.
Further on in "A Miscellany of cCharacters that Will Not
Appear," he lists "All lushes....they throw so little light
on the way we live." One has only to read through Cheever'’s
collected work to feel that the pages are drenched with
liquor, that the novels and stories not only detail the
nanners of a hard drinking society, but also take their
characteristic narrative rhythm from the unpredictable and
violent changes of the alcoholic temperament.

"And while we are at it," Cheever concludes, "out go all

those homosexuals who have taken such a dominatina vosition
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in recent fiction" (CS 554). That Cheever was able to ignore
this last prohibition, at least in Falconer, is a testament
to his courage. Nevertheless, his effort at self censorship
remains a serious concern. For it impels him to "celebrate a
world that lies spread out around us like a bewildering and
stupendous dream" ("Miscellany" 558), and to deny the dark
nightmare of contemporary American existence that kept forcing
itself into his fiction. This element of nightmare infuses
Cheever’s suburban settings with their gothic quality of black
magic, and allows the seemingly placid suburban environment
to become an emblem of what Richard Chase calls "the underside
of consciousness" (The American Novel and its Tradition ix).

It is this grinning mask of deviltry floating Jjust
beneath the surface of Cheever’s best fiction that produces
an element of grotesque. In Cheever’s created world,
appearance rarely represents reality and "the familiar world
is suddenly seen from a perspective which renders it strange
in either a comic or terrifying way..." (Kayser gtd. in
Thompson 18-). A handsome man named Gee-Gee compulsively
strips off his clothes at suburban dinner parties to dance
naked on the table; a beautiful but homicidal housewife goes
out to water her plants in the midst of a downpour. Acting
out their desperation, Cheever’s characters fall into a
pattern of repetitive action that rigidifies into absurdity.
As their troubles grow seemingly more trivial, their reactions

become ever more radical:



I, Nils Jugstrum, promise myself that if I
am not a member of the Gory Brook Country Club by
the time I am twenty-five years old I will hang

myself. ("A Vision of the World" CS 604)

Children are made the innocent sacrifices to an adult
world that endangers their lives. They are mangled in ski
tows, made ill by ant poison, and nearly killed on the altar
of an empty church. Violence is never far away, and with a
zany sort of logic it tends to explode in settings associated
with the reassuring ordinariness of daily life. A half-crazed
secretary threatens her boss with a pistol concealed in her
handbag as they ride the communter train to Shady Hill; a
father almost smashes his son’s head with a club when they get
into an argument while playing miniature golf. The laughable
merges with the horrifying to form a darkly comic grotesque.
It is this strange "poetry of disorder" in Cheever'’s stories
and novels that connects his work to a central tradition in

American fiction.
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Chapter Two

Family: The Primal Prison

In school the white limbs beyond the study hall shook out
a greenness, and the tennis courts became white and scalding.
The air was empty and hard, and the vacant wind dragged
shadows over the road. I knew all this only from the
classrooms. I knew about the trees from the window frames.
I knew the rain only from the sounds on the roof. I was tired
of seeing spring with walls and awnings to intercept the sweet
sun and the hard fruit. I wanted to go outdoors and see the
spring. I wanted to feel and taste the air and be among the

shadows....

Jon Cheever,'® "Expelled" published in New_ Republic,
October 1930 after Cheever had just been expelled from Thayer
Academy for reasons that are still unclear.

Teachers often write brilliant things about their pupils,
but it is very seldom that pupils of preparatory school
age are able to return the compliment. Jon Cheever is an
exception. Last spring he was expelled from an academy
in Massachusetts at the end of his junior year. In the
following sketches, written at the age of seventeen, he
reproduces the atmosphere of an institution where education
is served out dry in cakes, like Pemmican.

Malcolm Cowley’s "Introduction"® to Cheever’s story,
"Expelled”

Professional so-called penologists travel from coast
to coast speaking on prison reform. But where does prison
reform begin? In bookstores? In lecture halls? No. Prison
reform, like all sincere endeavors at reform, begins at home,
and where is home? Home is prison!

John Cheever, Falconer

The potential for violence in a type of fiction that

! Cheever went through a short period during adolescence in
which he chose to change the spelling of his first name.
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would strive to Kkeep dangerous perceptions concealéd within
a tone of humorous acceptance emerged from Cheever’s sense of
the family as an inescapable prison.

Although Cheever instinctively attempted to disguise the
intensity of his feeling through the formal balance and
elegance of his prose, his most successful early stories are
dark visions of family disorder. Again and again, children are
wounded or 1lost through the negligence of their wealthy
parents; brothers lash out at each other in a frenzy of love
and hate; wives rob their husbands of self respect while
husbands--if they stay at home--retreat into private
obsession.

Cheever always maintained that these stories were not
“crypto-autobiographical.” He resented it when reviewers
pointed out the resemblances between his life and his fiction
as if the presence of autobiographical material would cast
doubt on his powers of invention. Yet in one of the more
brilliant early, uncollected stories, "In the Beginning"
(1937), Cheever even uses himself as a character called John
Cheever. Another early story, "The Temptations of Emma
Boynton'(1949) is based on a distant relative of Cheever’s,
a feisty, elderly spinster with a Ph.D. from Harvard in
Classical Studies named Anna Boynton Thomas, who starved
herself to death in protest against the famine in Europe

following World War I (Donaldson 22-23).
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The story is told by a young man remembering that during
his childhood a distant relative named Emma Boynton "came to
live, and presumably, to die" with his family. Emma is in her
seventies, a retired teacher of Greek, an eccentric who wears
black in the winter and white in the summer, and embodies the

spirit of New England that Henry James evoked in The

Bostonians:

Ignorance was Emma's—hdversary, and she fought
it tirelessly. When she lived with us, she kept
a set of an enclyclopedia behind her chair in
the dining room, in order to settle with accuracy and
dispatch all the arguments that arose at the table.
She thought of all sensuality as a mode of ignorance,
and she despised rich'food, luxury, or anything
else that caused men to hesitate in their search

for truth. (New Yorker, 26 Nov. 1949, 29-31)

The tone of the story darkens, however, as it becomes
clear that Emma‘’s compassion for those who are starving in
Europe is becoming a deadly obsession. When Emma Boynton joins
the narrator’s family on Thanksgiving, she 1looks at the
abundant table and says, "I am ashamed of you, Lucy! I am
ashamed of you for having turkey while people are starving in

Levant!" Each week, the old lady reduces her own diet more
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drastically in her determination to send the remainder of her
limited funds to a relief agency. When she has restricted
herself to "apples, canned tomatoes, peanuts, olive oil,
cheese, raisins, and water crackers" the family’s concern
mounts:
My mother took the old woman‘s hands and began

to talk about the snow that had fallen that week,

for both of these women, neither of them young, had

been so well drilled in the homely manners of their

time and place that now, when ocne of them was dying,

they could not come to the point without first

discussing the weather. (31)

It is all in vain, however, for the old lady not only
refuses to change her regimen, but also becomes bitterly
resentful of the family’s interference. At the end, when the
family has exhausted all means of intervention, the old lady

dies in a nearby nursing home:

She died at the end of that week, and since the
road to the cemetary went by our house, we saw the
hearse ahd the mourners on their way, but all the
arrangements had been made by some cousins more
distant than we, and while everything in our power

had been done, a member of our family, of the
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middle class, for reasons of conscience
that even to my mother, who knew their origins,
seemed eccentric and mysterious, had starved to

death. (31)

In its concern for the strange effects of moral
obsession, and for those who make themselves "outcasts of the
universe," the story shows the influence of Hawthorne. It is
probably not coincidental that the narrator finds an old copy
of The Marble Faun in Emma‘’s meadow, and sees the nearby
mountains as "much climbed, overpraised, and suggesting, in
whatever sense of the past they induced, Nathaniel
Hawthorne rather than the savage Indians for whom they
were named."‘(31).

The power of the old to wound the younger generation
through their stubborn unwillingness to relinquish disabling
obsessions recurs in "Homage to Shakespeare" (1937), a story
which Cheever developed from the strange bits of information
he could glean concerning his grandfather, Aaron Winters
Cheever. No one in the Cheever family--particularly Cheever’s
father Frederick--ever alluded to the shady details of Aaron’s
life. From what John Cheever could learn, Aaron had abandoned
his wife and their two soné Frederick and Hamlet when his
passion for Shakespeare became so obsessive that he lost his

grip on the everyday world of Newburyport, Mass. In his youth,
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Aaron Cheever had bought an illustrated edition of
Shakespeare’s complete works and taken it to sea with him.
The majesty of Shakespeare’s tragic heroes became the source
of Aaron’s grandiose conception of himself as a man of rare
genius unjustly treated by an evil and low minded populace.
Instead of searching for business opportunities, he let his
family gd hungry and finally left their home carrying a trunk
of clothes and the fatal buckram-bound volume of Shakespeare.

In Cheever’s fictional treatment, the grandfather’s
immersion in the plays of Shakespeare slowly unfits him for
life. This process of deterioration is furthered by the
prideful and egocentric nature of the grandfather who behaves
as if Shakespeare has in some way become his own personal
possession, a trust bequeathed to him from the moment he firsf

purchased the illustrated volume of plays:

The book was héavily annotated. The sonorous
speeches from Coriolanus and Lear and Macbeth that
damned men for their treachery and their little faith,
were underlined, and the margins were filled with
praise of Shakespeare. It was done without any
humility, without any conception of the fact
that Shakespeare had been the property of other

men before him for a couple of centuries. (HOM 73)
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Like so many of Cheever’s nmale characters, the
grandfather remembers the glory of his past when he won first
prize in school for public speaking and when he shipped out
for Calcutta on one of his great uncle’s merchant vessels .
Now, having sold his father’s sail-making business, he sits
in the chill New England parlor he shares with his wife and
children reading his buckram=bound volume while his wife
cleans and cooks the sad remainders of what little food they
have left for dinner. At odds with these mean surroundings,
the grandfather feels "lonely and lecherous," and indulges his
lusts with a barmaid in the 1local tavern. Driven to
desperation, his wife takes their children to live with her
brother. Years later, when the grandson looks at the faded
volume of Shakespeare, and tries to write of its meaning for
his grandfather and for their family, he can only wonder that
the objects his grandfather left behind--the book, a studded
trunk, and a tintype portrait of himself "with his angry
features looking through the luster {are] the only relics of
that life for all its racking illusion and ambition" (73).
Only the narrator who now lives in "a furnished room and a
foreign city” is left to wrest some meaning from the bare

outlines of his grandfather’s life story.

Cheever was always painfully aware of both the

insufficiency of family legend and its power to inhabit his



36
imagination. In later stories, he would make explicit his
dislike for the way family myths tend to harden with each
telling, romanticizing unsavory characters and covering
morally ambiguous incidents with deceptive allure. It is in
these early portraits of his New England forbears, however,
that Cheever perhaps unconsciously draws his first fictional
characters who approximate the grotesque. For each of these
characters has become so intensely limited that there is only
one rigid response left with which to meet the demands of
existence. Without the capacitfsfor any sort of spontaneity,
they are baffled at the way life seems to thwart their
efforts. In the face of this rejection, they become bitter or
morbid, and a certain grim determination not to surrender
their defensive posture takes hold.’

Although Cheever wrote in the Preface to The Stories of
John Cheever that he found much of his early work
"embarrassingly immature," a number of the first, largely

unknown stories are brilliant, dark evocations of the violence

' For a definition of grotesque as it relates to fictional
characters see Irving Howe, Sherwood Anderson, Wm Sloane Assoc.,
1951, pp. 98-107. Howe writes that for most of the figures in
Winesburg "it is too late for anything to happen; they can only
muse over the traumas which have so harshly limited their
spontaneity. Stripped
of their animate wholeness and twisted into frozen postures of
defense, they are indeed what Anderson has called them:
grotesques....

The conception of the grotesque, as actually developed in the
stories, is not merely that it is an unwilled affliction but also

that it is a mark of once sentient striving...."
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which can suddenly break through the illusion of family
'stability. One of the finest is "Happy Birthday, Enid" (The

Way Some People Live) a strange and insightful portrait of

Enid, a child of six whose birthday is being celebrated
lavishly by her parents, Ellen and Mark Charles.

Ellen and Mark have married late, each for the second
time. They are wealthy and now live in a country mansion with
a maid and a nurse for Enid. Oon the day before Enid’s
birthday paffy, an unpleasanf_neighbor named Mrs. Hayward
calls and threatens to notify the police unless Enid stops
stealing her flowers. That evening, Mark Charles, the father,
tells Enid firmly that "if she’s a good girl, she can have her
party tomorrow, and if she’s disobedient, she can’t" (The New
Yorker, 13 July 1940, pp. 15-16). The child goes to bed
weeping and hours later, when Mark goes upstairs, he still
hears her sobbing. The sound makes him feel old. But, he and
Ellen finish the perfect little dollhouse they have made for
Enid’s birthday. The dollhouse is an exact replica of their
home, complete with window blinds, furniture, and electric
lights.

on the day of the party, Enid is entranced with the
dollhouse. The party seems to proceed smoothly. It is all
very picturesque, the children sitting at a birthday table on
the south lawn while the parents are served drinks and canapes

on the terrace. But after the guests have left and Enid is
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waiting for the nurse to come and give her a bath, she
pretends that the dollhouse is Mrs. Hayward’s house, and that
to get into it, she and her sister must break a window.
Carried away, the two little girls slowly push their fingers
through the cellophane windows; then, in rising excitement,
they demolish all the furniture of the "dirty old house." The
children’s wild destructiveness becomes strangely horrifying
for it clearly expresses their fury at the real circumstances
of their lives. They, too, are_gart of the furniture of their
parents‘house, valued in proportion to the degree they
maintain a decorative appearance. Enid feels the falsity, and
in her childish wisdom and fury punches holes in it all. "In
the Beginning" marked Cheever’s own beginning as a writer who
would always be driven to explore the "heart of darkness" in
each of the dollhouse worlds he would encounter. It is the
careless world of the wealthy that Cheever penetrates in "The
Sutton Place Story," written in 1946 and published in
Cheever’s second volume of short stories, The Enormous Radio
and other Stories.(1953) ° Deborah Tennyson is the three year

* Cheever‘s first volume of stories, The Way Some People Live

was published in 1943. None of the stories in this volume was
selected for The Collected Stories of John Cheever which came out
in 1980. The Enormous Radio, Cheever’s second collection, did not
appear until 1953. Cheever had been discouraged by the lukewarm
reception of the first stories. Reviewers called them slight and
criticized the endings as being too facile. Many of the stories
in The Way Some People Live are fictional treatments of Cheever’s
experience as a non-combat soldier in World War II. Others deal
with inhabitants of seedy rooming houses, race track gamblers, and
young people trying to get established in New York city. Many are
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old daughter of Katherine and Robert who live expenisve lives,
drink a great deal, and see their child only when the nurse
brings her into the living room at bedtime to say goodnight.
As if resigned to the indifferent and secretly neglectful
nurse her parents have hired, Deborah begins to protect

herself by creating a secret fantasy world:

The child had never complained about Mrs.
Harley; it was as though she already understood
the evil importance of appearances. Deborah was
taciturn about the way in which she spent her days.
She would tell no one where she had been or what
she had done. Mrs. Harley found that she could
count on this trait, and so the child and the
old woman had come to share a number of

secrets. (CS 78)

One of the secrets is that Mrs. Harley frequently leaves
the child for a few hours with an acquaintance of the
Tennysons, a middle aged radio actress named Renee Hall. This

arrangement suits everyone, for Renee is lonely, and Mrs.

almost sketches in their brief illumination of a moment or an
incident in a character’s 1life who is already somewhat
marginalized. A few of the stories which remain uncollected,
however, belie Cheever’s estimate of them as immature,

and deserve a place among America‘’s finest short fiction._
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Harley is often ordered to keep the child outdoors even when
the park is chilly and desolate. On a Sunday morning, while
Renee is distracted as she dresses for a luncheon date, the
child simply walks out of her 1living room, goes down the
elevator, and disappears into the city. Although the parents
are frantic, and the police eventually recover the little
girl, there is only a muted response from the child when her
father rushes into the police station. Her secret world has
become more alluring than the loveless reality of her Sutton
Place life. Somewhat impassively, she goes on eating a piece
of bread she is holding, and will only say, "The lady gave the
bread...I had to find Martha." (CS 92) The child’s emotional
distance is frightening to the father, yet there is no
suggestion that he grasps the significance of her silence in

response to his frantic questions:

" what lady gave you the bread, Deborah?
Where have you been? Who is Martha? Where have
you been? He knew that she would never tell him
and that as long as he lived he would never know,
and against his palm he could feel the strong
beating of her heart, but he went on asking,
"Where have you been? Who gave you the bread?

Who is Martha?" (CS 78)
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In the image of the father’s palm against the child’s
rapid heart, there is a subtle suggestion that the child is
now a fallen bird, frightened, mysterious, and waiting for the
moment when it can once again fly free.

If the child is a broken bird in "The Sutton Place
Story," the daughter in Cheever’s story, "The Hartleys" is a
sacrificial offering to the parents’ marital agony. Mr. and
Mrs. Hartley have returned to the Pemaquoddy Inn with their
daughter Anne. Almost compulsi;ély, Mr. Hartley informs Mrs.
Butterick, the innkeeper and everyone else with whom he

converses that the inn has been a part of the couple’s past:

Mrs. Hartley and I were here eight years ago
February," Mr. Hartley said. "We came on the
twenty-third and were here for ten days. I
remember the date clearly because we had such a

wonderful time." (CS 58)

Although the couple seems determined to recapture some
of the delight of their remembered holiday, they now seem
under strain. Each day, when they try to leave Anne in a ski
class for beginners, she slips away to spend all afternoon
alone in a hut on the mountain. And, one night, when the
parents ask that their dinner be served upstairs in their

room, the maid hears Mrs. Hartley’s voice through the open
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transom, "a voice so uncontrolled, so gutteral and full of
suffering, that she stopped and listened as if the woman’s

life were in danger" (CS 62):

"Why do we have to come back?% Mrs. Hartley was
crying. "Why do we have to come back? Why do we
have to make these trips back to the places where
we thought we were happy? What good is it going to
do? What good has it ever done? We go back to the
restaurants, the mountains, we go back to the
houses, even the neighborhoods, we walk in the
slums, thinking that this will make us happy,
and it never does. Why in .Christ’s name did we
ever begin such a wretched thing? Why isn’t there
an end to it? Why can’t we separate again?
It was better that way. Wasn’t it better that way?
It was better for Anne--~I don’‘t care what you say,
it was better for her than this. 1I’11 take
Anne again and you can live in town. Why can‘t
I do that, why can’t I, why can‘’t I, why can‘t

I...." (CS 63)

There is something uncanny and grotesque in Mr. Hartley’s
attempt to regain lost happiness through the repetition of

events which in the past had yielded pleasure. This same
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emphasis on repetition leads to the final tragedy when the
Hartleys join a crowd of skiiers who have gathered on the hill
in front of the inn. Harsh weather has closed down most of
the trails and those who want to ski must use the old
fashioned tow that the innkeeper’s son has built. The ride up
the hill and the skiing down take on a hynotic rhythm as Anne
and her parents go "again and again over the same surface,
like people who, having lost a ring or a key on the beach,
search again and again in the-same sand" (CS 64). Only the
creak and rattle of the tow can be heard until suddenly Anne’s

shrieks pierce the winter afternoon:

Her arm had got caught in the frayed rope; she had
been thrown to the ground and was being dragged
brutally up the hill toward the iron wheel. "Stop
the tow," her father roared....But there was no

one there to stop it. Her screams were hoarse and
terrible, and the more she struggled to free
herself from the rope, the more violently it threw
her to the ground. Space and the cold seemed to
reduce the voices-~-even the anguish in the voices--
of the people who were calling to stop the tow,

but the girl‘’s cries were piercing until her neck

was broken on the iron wheel. (CS 64)



44

Even the manner of Anne’s death is circular in the grip
of an "iron wheel" that suggests a certain inevitability to
her fate. Because she is enmeshed in the dissolution of her
parents’ marriage, her death becomes the blood offering which
will keep the Hartleys together. As Mr.and Mrs. Hartley drive
back down to New York with the hearse carrying Anne’s body
following them, Mr. Hartley gently tucks a blanket around his
wife in a new, almost romantic tenderness.

The pressure of family violence which so often erupts
into grotesque forms of spiritual or physical death
occasionally shatters the unity of some of Cheever’s less
successful early stories. "When Grandmother Goes," published
in The New Yorker (14 Dec. 1940, pp. 56-58) and collected in

The Way Some People Live is in many respects an artistic

failure . In a comparatively short space, Cheever introduces
too many characters who are little more than caricatures of
venality and emptiness. The story conveys the maddening
boredom and exasperation of family gatherings, the banality
of conversation, and the subtle cruelties with which members
ferret out each other’s vulnerabilities and then attack.
During the course of one Sunday afternoon in the suburban
home of the widowed grandmother, Mrs. Welles, the four
generations of her family uncover the greed and animosities
which become bonds as unbreakable as genuine ties of

affection. Mrs. Welles remarks that she would like to ax their
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aging and somewhat senile minister although she, too, has
memory lapses. When she refuses to pay for her great
grandchild to go to a private girls’ school in the city
because "Mr. Welles did not believe in private schools,"
Robert and Elizabeth, Mrs. Welles’s grandchildren, secretly
wish she would die. Although he is only twenty-eight, Robert’s
hair is falling out, he has never "done anything," and he
thinks wistfully of how nice it would be if he could work as
a caretaker on some place in the Adirondacks. An older member
of the family, Bronson, wonders miserably why he ever comes
out to the suburban house for family get-togethers, yet the
implication is clear that they will all keep assembling until
they destroy one another.

In another story, "There They Go," (The New Yorker 19
July 1941, pp. 17-18) which is so slight that it is more a
sketch than a fully developed piece of short fiction, Cheever
describes the life of a young couple in New York who begin to
find that their own lives are so dreary that they prefer to
stand at the windows of their darkened apartment watching the
glamorous activities of a couple in the neighboring building.
Gradually, they come to depend on these hours of fantasy in
which they imagine the seemingly glamorous life of the man and
woman whose lives are so near and yet so distant. When the
people across the way dress for a party one evening, turn out

the lights, and leave their apartment, it is a strange grief
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to the couple who can only watch their neighbors’ departure
and say wistfully, "There they go."

Cheever’s awareness of marital boredom as a particular
form of confinement becomes the source for one of his finest
stories, "The Season of Divorce" (CS). The story is told by
an unnamed narrator, a realistic, eminently practical man who
likes to think of his marriage as "happy and resourceful”
(137). For his wife, Ethel, however, the marriage is
essentially a grueling and changéless routine. It pleases her
husband that at any moment of the day, he can imagine her

probable activity:

She gets up at seven and turns the radio on.
After she is dressed, she rouses the children and
cooks the breakfast. Our son has to be walked to
the school bus at eight o’clock. When Ethel
returns from this trip, Carol’s hair has to be
braided. I leave the house at eight-thirty, but
I know that every move that Ethel makes for the
rest of the day will be determined by the housework,
the cooking, the shopping, and the demands of the
children. I know that on Tuesdays and Thursdays she
will be at the A & P between eleven and noon, that
on every clear afternoon she will be on a certain

bench in a playground from three until five,
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that she cleans the house on Mondays, Wednesdays,
and Fridays, and polishes the silver when it

rains. (137)

It does not concern the husband that his wife’s
activities are predictable and tedious, or that she once hung
her college diploma over the kitchen sink as a desperate sort
of joke about the limitations of her present life. Only one
moment in Ethel’s routine causes him to take genuine notice
of her. Each evening after she has bathed and fed the
children, set the dining room table with china and cooked the
dinner, “she stands in the middle of the room as if she has
lost or forgotten something, and this moment of reflection is
so deep" that she seems briefly to enter a strange and
secluded world of her own. Then “she lights the four white
candles in their silver sticks" and resumes the "cheerful
and adaptable" demeanor that her husband knows (138).

Although they do not go out often, they have becone
friendly with a couple named the Trenchers. Mrs. Trencher is
plain and timid, and Dr. Trencher has clear blue eyes, pink
cheeks, and "the singular optimism of a well~-adjusted
physician" (138). In the portrait of these two married
couples, Cheever suggests the silent separation that exists
between each husband and wife, the disappointment that binds

them together in a resignation which has now taken the place
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of whatever affection once united them. Disappointment seems
almost to fill the Trencher’s quiet old townhouse like a
vapour; they are childless, and when Mrs. Trencher feeds her
dachshund a few scraps from the table ,she 