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Introduction to the
Perennial Edition

by Peter Straub



THE STEPFORD WIVES, along with almost everything else written by the admirable Ira Levin, does honor to a demanding literary aesthetic that has gone generally unremarked due to its custom of concealing itself, like the Purloined Letter, in plain view. Polished and formal at its core, this aesthetic can be seen in James Joyce’s Dubliners, the novels of Ivy Compton-Burnett, the work of California Gothic writers like Richard Matheson and William F. Nolan, and in Brian Moore’s last, drastically underappreciated six novels. Clearly adaptable over a wide range of style, manner, and content, it emphasizes concision, efficiency, observation, accuracy, effect, speed, and the illusion of simplicity. Fiction of this kind rigorously suppresses authorial commentary and reflection in its direct progress from moment to moment. This emphasis on a drastic concision brings with it a certain necessary, if often underplayed, artificiality that always implies an underlying wit, although the individual works themselves may have no other connection to humor. Such fiction possesses the built-in appeal of appearing to be extremely easy to read, since the reader need do no more than float along on the current, moving from a paragraph centered around a sharp visual detail to a passage of dialogue, thence on to another telling detail followed by another brief bit of dialogue, and so on.

In fact, The Stepford Wives is so effortlessly readable that it has been persistently misread, which is to say misunderstood, over the thirty years since its original publication. As a novel that can be devoured nearly in one gulp, its very efficiency deflects attention from the controlled composure of its prose and the jewel-like perfection of its structure. (Readers of popular fiction tend anyhow to ignore the construction of the books that push their buttons and, even more noticeably, to disregard stylistic niceties; gripped by a compelling, or at least exciting, narrative, readers of popular fiction generally overlook the essential qualities of the actual writing that delivers the story, whether it shines or stinks.) Levin’s prose is clean, precise, and unfussy specifically in order to be as transparent as possible: he wishes to place no verbal static between the words on the page and the events they depict. One great difference between good writing, that readers overlook, and bad writing, that they fail to notice, has to do with the number of rewrites and revisions usually required by the former. It isn’t at all easy to write clear, declarative prose—transparency evolves from ruthless cutting and trimming and is hard work—while lumpy, tangle-footed writing flows from the pen as if inspired by the Muse.

Reading The Stepford Wives, we gradually recognize that an inexorable internal timetable lies beneath its action, and that each of the novel’s hints, breakthroughs, and miniclimaxes—the stages of its heroine’s progress toward final knowledge—have been exquisitely timed against the imperatives of that underlying schedule. It is like a great clock, ticking away from September 4 to just before Christmas. After moving to the suburban village of Stepford, Joanna Eberhart soon befriends two women refreshingly unlike the house-proud, polite, but seemingly brainless women married to the local men. Bobbie Markowe, “short and heavy-bottomed,” with “small hands and dirty toes,” instantly suggests that they try to drum up interest in a local NOW chapter. The only woman in town to display any interest is Charmaine Wimperis, an avid tennis player, who babbles about astrology and her husband’s depraved sexual tastes, as evidenced by his recently having presented her with a heavily zippered, whole-body rubber garment. Charmaine moved to Stepford in July, Bobbie in August. Wives in Stepford become Stepford wives after the period of time necessary for their husbands to prepare the ground, or four months after arrival. In November, therefore, Charmaine abruptly tears up her tennis court to install a putting green for her husband, now understood to be “a wonderful guy.” At this point we do not share the author’s awareness that Bobbie has one month left before the dread transformation, Joanna two. Like our heroine, we become aware of the timetable only after Bobbie Markowe returns from a brief marital vacation with enhanced breasts, a slimmer bottom, and a newfound passion for ironing.

Although in longer works of fiction, time is always a besetting problem—a conundrum that demands constant attention—a narrative built atop a four-month clock must be even more careful in its handling than as is the case in other novels, and Levin manages with beautiful economy the business of moving us from September to November, when the noose tightens, by listing specific events that carry us through the days: “Pete took a fall on the school bus and knocked out his two front teeth. Joanna’s parents paid a short-notice three-day visit on their way to a Caribbean vacation. … The dishwasher broke down, and the pump; and Pete’s eighth birthday came. … She saw Bobbie almost every day. … By the end of October, Walter was getting home for dinner again. … They carved a huge pumpkin for Halloween, and Pete went trick-or-treating as a front-toothless Batman. … On the first Saturday in November they gave a dinner party …”

And there we are again, located within a dinner-party scene bristling with apprehension that will come to a climax a mere 900 words later, with Charmaine blandly going on about cleaning her house, while workmen cut up the metal fence around her already demolished tennis court.

A wicked, deadpan humor lies at the heart of this tableau with Bobbie and Joanna staring ins mingled disbelief and horror at their former fellow-rebel, while the workers below deal the coup de grâce to what once had been a sign of grandiose over-privilege. (“It’s a clay court!” Joanna wails.) If The Stepford Wives were the easy satire on the banality of suburban housewives that it is commonly taken to be—a misconception that has installed its title in our language as shorthand for those homemakers who affect an uncanny perfection—this humor would seem wildly out of place. Yet it fits the moment so accurately that it slips by almost unnoticed, for it is the same subversive humor that shapes the entire book. This is a novel that satirizes its oppressors and their desires, not their victims, within a context that satirizes its very status as a thriller.

A coven of high-tech, randy suburban men conspire to replace their wives with compliant sex-robots dedicated to sparkling floors and clean grout in the bathrooms—whatever we are dealing with here, it isn’t mimetic fiction. Levin created the same kind of deliberately genre-parodic, over-the-top exoskeleton for The Boys from Brazil, where Nazi scientists breed little Führer clones and adopt them out to families akin to Hitler’s. Oblivious to his satire, lots of heavy-footed thriller writers immediately began to imitate precisely what he had been lampooning. Similarly, not a single reviewer of Son of Rosemary, Levin’s most recent novel, understood that it, too, satirized the excesses of its own supposed genre.

Levin’s Olympian humor emerges primarily in his depiction of the Stepford husbands. Until the last fifteen pages, almost everything these men do is hilarious. At parties, Stepford husbands talk only to one other, like clueless boys. Like teenage boys, they yearn to translate their fantasies of sex with Playmate-style lollapaloozas into reality, so they spend as many evenings as possible in the steamy atmosphere of the Men’s Association, where groin and brain unite to whip up the latest walking, talking sex toy. (When not bent over the workbench, they goggle at porn flicks.) These men are so single-mindedly, comically lubricious that they barely attempt to disguise their intentions, drawing portraits of the new prospects and having them read endless lists of vowel-consonant combinations into a tape recorder. Actual women irritate and bore them, and the busty robots are useful only as concubines and maids.

The funniest revelation of wholehearted male piggery occurs very early in the book, when the Eberharts have been in town no more than a few weeks. At two in the morning, after Walter Eberhart has returned from his first visit to the Men’s Association, the shaking of the bed and the squeaking of bed-springs awaken his wife. Joanna quickly realizes that her husband is … masturbating! “Well next time wake me,” she says, and before long they are enjoying the best sex they’ve had in years. Something has ignited Walter’s fuse, and not until much later do we realize—as Joanna never does—that it was the world-class fantasy object described to him by the grinning lads up on the hill.

Without at all belaboring the point, Levin pinpoints the origins of the husbands’ scheme by having Joanna leaf back through old issues of the local paper to discover that the Men’s Association came into being shortly after Betty Friedan, author of The Feminine Mystique, gave a well-attended talk to the Stepford Women’s Club. The same club soon suspended meetings—due to lack of attendance, no doubt.

In 1972, the year The Stepford Wives was published, Betty Friedan helped found the National Women’s Political Caucus, and The Feminine Mystique had been in print for nine years. That same year, Congress passed the (ultimately doomed) Equal Rights Amendment. To conservative-minded males, the feminist movement had just become something a great deal more than a minor nuisance. I don’t know if The Stepford Wives can properly be called a feminist satire, but Levin’s timing was impeccable, a thing of beauty all in itself. Like nearly everything else he has written, this book resembles a bird in flight, a haiku, a Chinese calligrapher’s brushstroke. With no wasted motion, it gets precisely where it wants to go.





Epigraph

Today the combat takes a different shape; instead of wishing to put man in a prison, woman endeavors to escape from one; she no longer seeks to drag him into the realms of immanence but to emerge, herself, into the light of transcendence. Now the attitude of the males creates a new conflict: it is with a bad grace that the man lets her go.

—Simone de Beauvoir
The Second Sex
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One

THE WELCOME WAGON lady, sixty if she was a day but working at youth and vivacity (ginger hair, red lips, a sunshine-yellow dress), twinkled her eyes and teeth at Joanna and said, “You’re really going to like it here! It’s a nice town with nice people! You couldn’t have made a better choice!” Her brown leather shoulderbag was enormous, old and scuffed; from it she dealt Joanna packets of powdered breakfast drink and soup mix, a toy-size box of non-polluting detergent, a booklet of discount slips good at twenty-two local shops, two cakes of soap, a folder of deodorant pads—

“Enough, enough,” Joanna said, standing in the doorway with both hands full. “Hold. Halt. Thank you.”

The Welcome Wagon lady put a vial of cologne on top of the other things, and then searched in her bag—“No, really,” Joanna said—and brought out pink-framed eyeglasses and a small embroidered notebook. “I do the ‘Notes on Newcomers,” she said, smiling and putting on the glasses. “For the Chronicle.” She dug at the bag’s bottom and came up with a pen, clicking its top with a red-nailed thumb.

Joanna told her where she and Walter had moved from; what Walter did and with which firm; Pete’s and Kim’s names and ages; what she had done before they were born; and which colleges she and Walter had gone to. She shifted impatiently as she spoke, standing there at the front door with both hands full and Pete and Kim out of earshot.

“Do you have any hobbies or special interests?”

She was about to say a time-saving no, but hesitated: a full answer, printed in the local paper, might serve as a signpost to women like herself, potential friends. The women she had met in the past few days, the ones in the nearby houses, were pleasant and helpful enough, but they seemed completely absorbed in their household duties. Maybe when she got to know them better she would find they had farther-reaching thoughts and concerns, yet it might be wise to put up that signpost. So, “Yes, several,” she said. “I play tennis whenever I get the chance, and I’m a semi-professional photographer—”

“Oh?” the Welcome Wagon lady said, writing.

Joanna smiled. “That means an agency handles three of my pictures,” she said. “And I’m interested in politics and in the Women’s Liberation movement. Very much so in that. And so is my husband.”

“He is?” The Welcome Wagon lady looked at her.

“Yes,” Joanna said. “Lots of men are.” She didn’t go into the benefits-for-both-sexes explanation; instead she leaned her head back into the entrance hall and listened: a TV audience laughed in the family room, and Pete and Kim argued but below intervention level. She smiled at the Welcome Wagon lady. “He’s interested in boating and football too,” she said, “and he collects Early American legal documents.” Walter’s half of the signpost.

The Welcome Wagon lady wrote, and closed her notebook, clicked her pen. “That’s just fine, Mrs. Eberhart,” she said, smiling and taking her glasses off. “I know you’re going to love it here,” she said, “and I want to wish you a sincere and hearty ‘Welcome to Stepford.’ If there’s any information I can give you about local shops and services, please feel free to call me; the number’s right there on the front of the discount book.”

“Thank you, I will,” Joanna said. “And thanks for all this.”

“Try them, they’re good products!” the Welcome Wagon lady said. She turned away. “Good-by now!”

Joanna said good-by to her and watched her go down the curving walk toward her battered red Volkswagen. Dogs suddenly filled its windows, a black and brown excitement of spaniels, jumping and barking, paws pressing glass. Moving whiteness beyond the Volkswagen caught Joanna’s eye: across the sapling-lined street, in one of the Claybrooks’ upstairs windows, whiteness moved again, leaving one pane and filling the next; the window was being washed. Joanna smiled, in case Donna Claybrook was looking at her. The whiteness moved to a lower pane, and then to the pane beside it.

With a surprising roar the Volkswagen lunged from the curb, and Joanna backed into the entrance hall and hipped the door closed.

Pete and Kim were arguing louder. “B.M.! Diarrhea!” “Ow! Stop it!” “Cut it out!” Joanna called, dumping the double handful of samples onto the kitchen table.

“She’s kicking me!” Pete shouted, and Kim shouted, “I’m not! You diarrhea!”

“Now stop it,” Joanna said, going to the port and looking through. Pete lay on the floor too close to the TV set, and Kim stood beside him, red-faced, keeping from kicking him. Both were still in their pajamas. “She kicked me twice,” Pete said, and Kim shouted, “You changed the channel! He changed the channel!” “I did not!” “I was watching Felix the Cat!”

“Quiet!” Joanna commanded. “Absolute silence! Utter—complete—total—silence.”

They looked at her, Kim with Walter’s wide blue eyes, Pete with her own grave dark ones. “Race ‘em to a flying finish!” the TV set cried. “No electricity!”

“A, you’re too close to the set,” Joanna said. “B, turn it off; and C, get dressed, both of you. That green stuff outside is grass, and the yellow stuff coming down on it is sunshine.” Pete scrambled to his feet and powed the TV’s control panel, blanking its screen to a dying dot of light. Kim began crying.

Joanna groaned and went around into the family room.

Crouching, she hugged Kim to her shoulder and rubbed her pajamaed back, kissed her silk-soft ringlets. “Ah, come on now,” she said. “Don’t you want to play with that nice Allison again? Maybe you’ll see another chipmunk.”

Pete came over and lifted a strand of her hair. She looked up at him and said, “Don’t change channels on her.”

“Oh, all
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