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The Swimmer Summary
A Journey Through Dreams and Disillusionment.
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About the book

In John Cheever's poignant short story "The Swimmer," the protagonist,

Neddy Merrill, embarks on a seemingly whimsical journey through his

affluent suburban neighborhood, determined to swim through the backyards

of friends and acquaintances. As he dives into each pool, he not only

traverses physical distance but also an emotional and existential voyage,

unearthing the stark realities of life, aging, and the disillusionment of the

American Dream. This beautifully crafted narrative serves as a profound

exploration of denial and self-discovery, compelling the reader to question

the true nature of happiness and the inevitable passage of time. Enter

Neddy's world, where the simple act of swimming reveals the depths of

human experience, and discover how one man's quest for leisure uncovers

the darkness that lurks beneath the surface.
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About the author

John Cheever, often hailed as one of the foremost American short story

writers, was born on May 27, 1912, in Quincy, Massachusetts. His writing

career spanned several decades, during which he became known for his

masterful exploration of suburban life and the complexities of human

relationships. Cheever's prose is lauded for its lyrical quality, precise

observation, and the thematic richness that often delves into identity,

isolation, and the quest for authenticity. Throughout his life, he received

numerous accolades, including the National Book Award and the Pulitzer

Prize for Fiction, solidifying his status in American literature. "The

Swimmer," one of his most celebrated works, exemplifies Cheever's unique

blend of poignancy and absurdity, reflecting his keen insights into the

human condition.
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Chapter 1 Summary: The Westerhazys

In the opening chapter of John Cheever's "The Swimmer," we are introduced

 to Ned Merrill, a man bursting with vitality as he emerges from the woods

into a picturesque suburban scene. This setting is the home of his friends,

Helen and Don Westerhazy, who are enjoying a leisurely moment by their

swimming pool. Ned, filled with exuberance, greets them with a whoop and

makes his way to the pool, showcasing his impressive swimming skills as he

dives in gracefully. The interaction among the three reveals established

camaraderie, but hints of tension surface when comments are made about

drinking too much the previous night.

Their conversation meanders through lighthearted banter, touching on past

shared experiences, such as their youth at summer camp. Ned’s energy

stands in stark contrast to the hints at weariness from Don and Helen,

marking a slight shift in dynamics as they lovingly tease him about being a

"new face" while revealing their own fatigue. A sense of nostalgia colors

their exchanges, particularly as they discuss how time has affected their

lives—Stu Forsburgh, another old friend, arrives, looking older and more

burdened by life’s responsibilities than Ned.

Ned expresses his desire to swim, suggesting a bold idea: he could swim

from pool to pool all the way back to his house. This notion captivates him

as he dreams up a route filled with familiar names of neighbors who have
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installed pools. His excitement builds around the prospect of creating what

he calls the "Lucinda River," named after his wife. However, the others,

particularly Helen and Don, appear concerned about his sudden fixation on

this idea. 

As Ned dives back into the water and sets off on his ambitious swim home,

the others watch him with mixed feelings of admiration and unease. There’s

an underlying suggestion that Ned's energetic persona may mask something

deeper after he calls out that he’s swimming home. His friends are left

puzzled and anxious about his mental state, hinting at forthcoming

revelations about Ned’s life and relationships as the narrative progresses.

This chapter intricately weaves themes of nostalgia, the burdens of

adulthood, and the contrast between youthful energy and the reality of

growing older, setting the stage for Ned's journey through the pool-laden

suburbs that is full of promise yet laced with underlying tension.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Embrace the vitality of life despite its burdens.

Critical Interpretation: As you navigate through the complexities of

adulthood, let Ned's exuberance remind you to seize moments of joy

and vitality. Embrace a spirit of adventure, much like Ned's whimsical

idea of swimming from pool to pool, which symbolizes the

continuation of youthful dreams amidst the weight of life's

responsibilities. This chapter inspires you to pursue your passions and

reconnect with the joys of your past, encouraging a balance between

the burdens of adult life and the carefree spirit that can still exist

within you. Remember that even as time ages you, the vibrant energy

of life lies in your willingness to dive in and explore.
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Chapter 2 Summary: The Grahams

In this chapter from "The Swimmer" by John Cheever, we meet Ned, who

 arrives at the Graham family's upscale home, greeted with warmth and

enthusiasm by Betty Graham, an old acquaintance. The scene is lively and

sun-drenched, with Betty swiftly embracing Ned and commenting on how

long it’s been since they last met. Their playful banter reveals snippets of

their past, including Ned’s jealousy over Betty's husband Howard and his

unacknowledged feelings for her.

As they chat, we catch glimpses of the Grahams' extravagant lifestyle,

highlighted by their beautiful home, perfectly manicured lawn, and pristine

pool equipped with top-of-the-line filtration systems. Betty is particularly

proud of the pool, emphasizing its cleanliness and the efforts they’ve made

to maintain it, while Ned expresses admiration but also seems somewhat

detached from their opulent world.

The presence of Howard, Betty's husband, shifts the energy slightly. He is

depicted as a practical, literal-minded man, less animated than Betty. Their

conversation hints at underlying tensions as Howard seems to misunderstand

Ned’s comments, and there's an awkwardness when conversation turns to the

topic of home and family - particularly relating to Ned's aspirations

regarding his daughters. Despite the cheerful exterior, there is a sense of

something unspoken simmering beneath the surface.
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As the chapter unfolds, the arrival of their friends Don and Helen is hinted

through the sound of a car horn, prompting Betty and Howard to hurry out to

greet them. In contrast, Ned dives into the pool, immersing himself in the

water and leaving behind a trail of bubbles, which symbolizes a fleeting

moment of pure joy amidst the complex social dynamics and unexpressed

emotions surrounding him. The themes of nostalgia, unfulfilled dreams, and

the contrasts between appearance and reality begin to emerge, setting the

stage for further explorations of Ned's character and his relationships with

others.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Embrace the moment of pure joy amidst complexity

Critical Interpretation: As you navigate through life’s intricate web of

relationships and social expectations, remember the power of

immersing yourself in pure joy, just like Ned did when he dove into

the pool. This act symbolizes a conscious choice to embrace the

fleeting moments of happiness, reminding you to seek out and fully

experience the joy that exists even amid life's complexities. It

encourages you to cherish these instants, allowing them to wash away

the burdens of unfulfilled aspirations and unacknowledged emotions,

fostering a perspective that balances the weight of reality with the

lightness of blissful moments.
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Chapter 3: The Lears

In this engaging chapter of "The Swimmer" by John Cheever, we meet Ned

 Merrill, a charismatic man, who briskly walks across a sprawling lawn

towards a sprawling pool and poolhouse. As he arrives, he spots Muffie, a

young girl on the diving board, who greets him with enthusiasm. Another

girl, named Julie, catches his attention as she swims to meet him. Julie, now

a striking young woman with blonde hair and a bikini, surprises Ned; he is

astonished at how much she has grown since he last saw her.

Their exchange is warm and nostalgic, revealing a hint of flirtation as they

discuss past babysitting arrangements. Julie's playful embarrassment about

being hired again adds a lighthearted tone. Muffie's brother, Vernon, arrives

with drinks, and there's a jovial atmosphere as they all interact. Ned,

reminiscing about the past, struggles to reconcile Julie's youth with her

current beauty.

As Muffie expresses her longing for Ned's daughters, he deflects, claiming

they're home. This prompts an idea from Ned – he plans to swim home via a
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Chapter 4 Summary: The Country Lane

In Chapter 4 of "The Swimmer" by John Cheever, we find Ned and Julie

 strolling along a tranquil, overgrown country lane. The beauty of the

surroundings—marked by blooming black-eyed Susans and shaded by tall

trees—provides a picturesque backdrop as they engage in light conversation.

Ned's curiosity about the flowers opens a tender dialogue between them. As

they talk, Julie candidly reveals her past crush on Ned, sparking an

affectionate and playful exchange. Ned is flattered and touched by her

memories, recalling how they used to spend time together when Julie

babysat for his family.

Their conversation unfolds with whimsical nostalgia, particularly as Julie

shares how she would daydream about him, even stealing one of his shirts to

feel closer to him while studying. This back-and-forth not only highlights

their youthful connection but also adds depth to their characters, showcasing

Ned's charm and Julie's innocence.

As their banter continues, they hear laughter from a nearby pool, indicating

the presence of friends. The scene shifts to a lively party at the Bunker’s

house, where Ned is greeted as a beloved guest. The atmosphere is filled

with warmth and familiarity, with people eager to celebrate his arrival,

affirming his status within this social circle. Amid hugs and kisses, Ned

seems to be in high spirits, enjoying the camaraderie and feeling vibrant. 
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However, the interactions hint at an underlying tension—conversations

about his wife, Lucinda, raise questions about his personal life, and one man

unexpectedly alludes to a troubling experience associated with Ned's family.

Despite this, Ned is preoccupied with Julie, whose youthful charm catches

the eye of others, revealing a mix of admiration and jealousy among the

guests.

As the party progresses, we witness intimacy between Ned and Julie, with

Ned delighting in her company while also confronting fleeting reminders of

his responsibilities. He introduces her to various characters at the party,

showing off his social connections, yet a palpable tension lingers as

discussions about his professional life hint at discontent. 

The chapter encapsulates themes of nostalgia, youth, and societal facades, as

Ned navigates his past relationships and current social status. He relishes the

attention and connections but also faces hints of fracture in his life, setting

the stage for introspection about the life he leads and what it means. The

exhilarating atmosphere of the party contrasts with the hint of underlying

complexity in Ned's reality, paving the way for further contemplation as the

story unfolds.

Element Summary
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Element Summary

Setting Overgrown country lane with blooming black-eyed Susans and tall
trees.

Main
Characters Ned and Julie

Initial
Interaction

Ned and Julie engage in light conversation, revealing nostalgia and
past feelings.

Julie’s Past Julie shares her past crush on Ned, indicating a youthful connection.

Tender
Moments

Julie reminisces about daydreaming of Ned and stealing his shirt to
feel closer.

Scene Shift They hear laughter from a nearby pool, leading to a party at the
Bunker’s house.

Party
Atmosphere

Ned is warmly welcomed as a beloved guest, reflecting comfort and
camaraderie.

Underlying
Tension

Conversations hint at Ned's personal struggles, particularly regarding
his wife, Lucinda.

Intimacy Ned enjoys time with Julie while confronting reminders of his
responsibilities.

Themes Nostalgia, youth, societal facades, and introspection on life choices.

Contrast The lively party atmosphere is juxtaposed with Ned's undercurrents of
discontent.
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Chapter 5 Summary: The Pastern's Riding Ring

In Chapter 5 of "The Swimmer" by John Cheever, we dive into a vibrant and

 energetic scene set in a grassy riding ring where Ned is gracefully

demonstrating his skills in jumping. His triumph is palpable, especially as he

shares the moment with Julie, who watches with admiration. They share

playful banter, celebrating the uncomplicated joy of youth as they leap in

unison over jumps, embodying a carefree vitality.

However, the mood shifts when Ned suddenly twists his ankle, prompting a

momentary pause in their exuberance. They settle in the shade where their

conversation reveals bits about their lives. Julie talks about her job as a

secretary in New York, sharing quirky stories of her experiences in the city,

including curious encounters that highlight her youthful innocence. As they

connect over their shared stories, the atmosphere is filled with a lighthearted

intimacy. Ned's physical connection with Julie deepens as he proposes a

more involved presence in her daily life, treating her with affection and a

protective demeanor. Unfortunately, this perceived sweetness is

misinterpreted by Julie, who feels overwhelmed and ultimately flees from

his embrace.

The narrative then transitions to a different setting, where two suburban

women, Harriet and Jane, are engaged in birdwatching while casually

critiquing Ned, now seen limping through the woods towards a house where
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he expects a warm welcome. Their detached observations provide an ironic

contrast to Ned's previous energy, emphasizing his isolation and the absence

of the joy he once radiated. As he surveys the deserted house and the

remnants of a family gathering, his disappointment is palpable, contrasting

sharply with the vibrancy he displayed earlier with Julie.

The chapter intricately weaves themes of youth, innocence, connection, and

disillusionment, exploring how fleeting moments of joy can quickly turn to

loneliness. Ned's interactions with Julie capture a nostalgic yearning for love

and companionship, while the suburban women’s commentary reflects a

societal distance and critical judgment, amplifying the underlying tension in

Ned's search for belonging and acceptance. Overall, this chapter

encapsulates a pivotal moment in Ned's journey, illustrating the complexity

of human relationships and the sometimes painful realities hidden beneath

the surface of seemingly carefree lives.
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Chapter 6: The Hallorans

In Chapter 6 of "The Swimmer" by John Cheever, we follow Ned Merrill as

 he makes his way to the Halloran estate, a lavish representation of old

money. Ned arrives with a limp and encounters a chauffeur, initially

mistaking him for a previous driver named Steve. The conversation reveals

Ned's attempt at casual friendliness, but there's an underlying awkwardness,

especially when the chauffeur coolly remarks that “sometimes you all look

alike to us too,” hinting at deeper themes of perception and societal

divisions.

Upon reaching the pool area, Ned finds Mr. and Mrs. Halloran, both in their

later years and openly nude, engaged in a frenetic mix of work and personal

calls. Mrs. Halloran, the dominant figure, manages the logistics of a charity

event, while Mr. Halloran’s attempts to help seem overshadowed by her

authoritative demeanor. Their interactions hint at a complex, long-standing

relationship marked by a blend of tenderness and impatience. They discuss

family matters, revealing tensions about child-rearing and personal values.
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Chapter 7 Summary: The Gilmartins

In Chapter 7 of "The Swimmer" by John Cheever, we meet Kevin Gilmartin,

 an eleven-year-old boy, sitting alone at his homemade lemonade stand on a

quiet country road. The scene conveys a strong sense of loneliness, not only

through the boy's frail figure and the melancholic tune he plays on his

recorder but also through the sparse traffic along the road. When Ned, the

protagonist, approaches him, he creates an immediate connection by

engaging the boy in conversation.

Their interaction reveals much about both characters. Kevin introduces

himself and shares that his mother is in Europe while his father has moved

on to a new romance, highlighting his feelings of abandonment. Ned tries to

lighten the mood by inviting Kevin over to play with his daughters, but

Kevin’s skepticism and harsh reality seep through as he admits he’s not a

good swimmer and feels sidelined at school. Their dialogue shifts from

casual banter to a deeper exploration of their lonely existences.

As they approach the pool, Ned is dismayed to discover it has been drained.

This moment symbolizes a profound loss for him, and as he sits beside

Kevin, their roles subtly shift. Kevin, who initially seems vulnerable, begins

to empathize with Ned's feelings of despair. They rally together in an

imaginative exercise—Ned pretends to swim through the dried pool,

encouraging Kevin to join him. In this moment, they both escape their
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realities, allowing Kevin to experience a sense of achievement for the first

time as he mimics swimming the length of the pool.

However, the fleeting joy fades when Ned leaves, prompting Kevin's

disappointment and feeling of abandonment to resurface. As Ned walks

away, he is alarmed by Kevin's antics on the diving board, fearing he might

jump into the empty pool. This moment highlights the fragility of their

bonding and the weight of their circumstances—Ned's reality is that of a

man lost in his quest for meaning, while Kevin grapples with feelings of

inadequacy and solitude.

The chapter closes with Kevin returning to his recorder, playing the same

haunting melody, encapsulating both characters' sense of loneliness and

longing for connection. Through their interactions, Cheever explores themes

of isolation, the struggles of youth, and the escape found in imagination,

making the reader acutely aware of their shared, yet lonely, existence.
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Chapter 8 Summary: Mrs.Hammar

In Chapter 8 of "The Swimmer" by John Cheever, we find Ned Merrill

 deepening the surreal experience of his journey through the suburbs as he

visits Mrs. Hammar, an elderly woman with a striking presence. As she

tends to her garden, she’s visibly outraged to find Ned swimming in her pool

without permission. This encounter marks a significant shift; Mrs. Hammar's

anger and apparent grief toward Ned hint at deeper issues in their past

relationship. When Ned inquires about a mutual acquaintance, Eric, her

coldness escalates into a confrontation, leaving him bewildered and

retreating hastily, suggesting a rift that has developed since his last

interactions. 

From there, Ned stumbles upon a rambunctious party at the Biswanger

residence, a stark contrast to his recent interaction with Mrs. Hammar. The

atmosphere is loud and festive, celebrating Henry Biswanger’s impressive

golf accomplishment. As Ned attempts to engage with the lively crowd, his

presence is met with hostility and cold indifference, especially from Grace

Biswanger, who makes it clear he’s unwelcome, labeling him a gate-crasher.

His charm falls flat, as attendees treat him with disdain, making his

vulnerability palpable against the backdrop of their extravagant celebration.

Ned’s interactions at the bar reveal his disconnection from the partygoers,

emphasizing his isolation. When he meets Joan, a flirty blonde aspiring for

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/mUs2mMTyRRb


attention, it becomes evident how out of place he truly feels. Their

conversation flirts with flirtation but highlights Ned’s desperation for

connection in a world that seems to have moved on without him. As he dives

back into the pool, seeking some semblance of comfort, his encounter with

the hot dog wagon—believing it to be his—serves as a metaphor for his

struggle. The wagon, a symbol of his past life and innocence, becomes yet

another point of rejection when Grace informs him it was donated without

his consent. 

This confrontation with Henry and the surrounding party guests showcases

Ned’s decline; he attempts to reclaim a fragment of his former life but is met

with ridicule and aggression. Amidst the hostility, his dignity remains intact

as he refuses to stoop to violence, declaring he will resolve this legally. The

chapter closes with Ned walking away, a defeated figure amid a hostile

crowd, encapsulating themes of isolation, the passage of time, and the

elusive nature of belonging. Cheever masterfully uses these interactions to

illustrate the stark disparity between Ned's past and the present, painting a

poignant picture of man's struggle against the tides of change and memory.
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Chapter 9: Shirley Abbott

In Chapter 9 of "The Swimmer," we find Ned Merrill at Shirley Abbott's

 modest yet beautifully landscaped pool, a striking contrast to the other

suburban women he has encountered. As an actress in her thirties, Shirley

embodies a different world with her dramatic presence and relaxed

demeanor. She's attempting to remove a splinter from her foot when Ned

arrives, and while he is initially filled with longing, he quickly feels the

weight of uncertainty and anxiety about their interaction.

Their conversation quickly reveals tension, with Shirley expressing disdain

for Ned's antics—he explains his bizarre journey swimming home pool by

pool, and she questions his maturity. As they chat, it's clear that their past

complicates their present interaction. Ned's cheerful demeanor clashes with

Shirley's frustration over their history, including a past romantic encounter

that left emotional scars. 

When Ned attempts to help Shirley with the splinter, it leads to an awkward

moment of intimacy where he kisses her foot, prompting her to withdraw
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Chapter 10 Summary: Recreation Center Pool

In Chapter 10 of "The Swimmer" by John Cheever, we find Ned Merrill

 desperately trying to swim at a local pool, but first, he faces the humiliating

challenge of obtaining 50 cents for entry. As he pleads with a young ticket

seller, it’s clear that he is not in the position he once was; his desperation is

palpable. Just as hope seems lost, the couple Howie and Lillian Hunsacker

come to his aid, lending him the necessary change. This moment of relief

quickly dissipates as he struggles with the pool's strict rules and his own

physical weariness.

Once he finally enters the water, the chaotic environment overwhelms Ned.

Children splash around, and lifeguards shout instructions, which only adds

to his confusion. As he awkwardly begins to swim, memories and

acquaintances seem to surface, but they are accompanied by hints of derision

and judgment from Howie and his friends, Jack and Sylvia Finney. This

confrontational atmosphere marks a stark contrast from the carefree days he

reminisces about, revealing that Ned is no longer part of the social elite.

As he struggles to manage the water and his own disjointed thoughts, Ned

becomes increasingly aware of how others perceive him. Jack and the others

confront him about his unpaid debts, turning their mockery into a public

spectacle. They reference his daughters, suggesting that they don’t respect

him as a father, which strikes a deep emotional blow. The laughter of the
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crowd and their jeering commentary intensify Ned’s sense of isolation and

despair.

Feeling trapped and humiliated, Ned's panic escalates. In a moment of sheer

desperation, he reacts violently, shoving Howie to the ground, which triggers

screams and chaos. In his frenzied need to escape his tormentors and the

harsh reality they present, Ned climbs the wire fence, injuring himself in the

process, and races up the hill like a wild animal. The chapter concludes with

him desperately fleeing the scene as raindrops begin to fall, symbolizing

both the weight of his deteriorating situation and perhaps a cleansing—albeit

a painful one. This chapter poignantly captures themes of loss,

disillusionment, and the stark reality of aging, reflecting Ned’s struggle to

reclaim his past and the inevitable confrontation with his present failures.

Key Points Description

Setting Ned Merrill at a local pool

Initial Struggle Ned needs 50 cents for entry, highlighting his desperation

Assistance Howie and Lillian Hunsacker lend him the necessary change

Environment
Chaos

The pool environment overwhelms him with children splashing
around

Social
Alienation

Jack and Sylvia Finney, along with friends, ridicule Ned's current
status

Emotional
Impact

Mockery extends to his fatherhood and personal life, deepening his
isolation
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Key Points Description

Panic &
Violence

Ned reacts violently to his tormentors, shoving Howie and causing
chaos

Climactic
Escape

Ned climbs a fence, injuring himself while fleeing his past and
present

Symbolism Raindrops falling symbolize the weight of his situation and
potentially a cleansing

Themes Loss, disillusionment, aging, and the struggle to reclaim the past
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Chapter 11 Summary: The Clydes

In Chapter 11 of "The Swimmer" by John Cheever, we find ourselves in the

 backyard of the Clydes, a gathering place buzzing with the chatter of a

picnic that is quickly falling apart due to an impending rainstorm. A group

of adults—men in bright sport shirts, women in casual wear, and a few

energetic children—are hastily moving dishes of food and drinks indoors as

dark clouds loom overhead. The scene is set against the backdrop of a large

plastic wading pool, its vibrant colors contrasting the gloomy atmosphere.

Ned, the main character, appears almost like a ghost from another time as he

arrives cold and exhausted, struggling to walk. The adults pause from their

tasks, staring in confusion at his disheveled state. He spots the pool and,

with great effort, swings his legs over the edge before awkwardly paddling

through the shallow water like a child. This strange behavior draws laughter

and bewilderment from the spectators, who speculate about his

condition—one man mutters that Ned is "soused" (drunk), while others join

in the mirth, some children even throwing a rubber ball at him in playful

mockery. Ned, seemingly oblivious to the judgment and playful jeers,

engages with the inflatable rubber duck in a disarming moment of

vulnerability.

As he exits the pool, Ned encounters Mrs. Clyde, greeting her with a

gentlemanly gesture—a brief kiss of her hand—before staggering off toward
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the road, leaving behind a trail of laughter. This moment encapsulates both a

sense of tragedy and humor, highlighting themes of isolation, the passage of

time, and the perception of reality. Ned's disconnection from his

surroundings and the bemusement of the adults create a poignant contrast,

inviting readers to reflect on the complexities of life and the fleeting nature

of enjoyment. The chapter paints a vivid picture of a deeper struggle within

Ned, revealing layers of despair beneath the surface merriment as he

continues his journey.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Embrace moments of vulnerability in the face of societal

judgment

Critical Interpretation: In Chapter 11 of 'The Swimmer', Ned's playful

interaction with the pool and the inflatable rubber duck amidst the

adults' scrutiny serves as a profound reminder to us all. Life is often

laden with expectations and pressures, and while others may laugh or

judge, embracing our vulnerabilities can lead to genuine moments of

joy and self-discovery. This chapter inspires you to reconnect with

your inner child, to find humor and lightness even when the world

seems heavy, encouraging you to navigate through life's complexities

with authenticity and grace.
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Chapter 12: The Merrills

In Chapter 12 of "The Swimmer" by John Cheever, we find Ned, the

 protagonist, struggling to navigate a narrow, winding road as a storm brews

around him. Physically exhausted, he sways and coughs, revealing the strain

he's under. As rain pours down, he battles his fatigue, stumbling and falling

to his knees before eventually rising to continue toward his home, which

stands large and grand, a stark contrast to his current state.

Despite his determination, when he reaches the front door, he is shocked to

find it locked. Confusion and desperation set in as he tries repeatedly to open

it, his frustration mounting against the backdrop of thunder and lightning. In

a moment of panic, he pounds on the door, his cries filled with anguish and

despair. Behind him, the once vibrant home is now dim and empty, reduced

to mere memories. Inside, he sees the remnants of a life that has moved

on—abandoned furniture, dusty walls, and few belongings.

As the storm lessens outside, Ned’s spirit remains crushed. His efforts to

gain entry wane, and he slumps against the door, tears streaming down his
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