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In this interpretative study of Joyce Carol Oates’ s “Unmailed, Unwritten Letters” in The Wheel of Love
(1970), the theme of love, style and structure of the story are discussed in detail. As to the form of love,
adultery and its tragic conclusion are also the central theme here. Her love is doomed considering the lonely
situation of her life. The first-person narrative of a married woman in the letters, the story, is effective in the
expression of distress and struggle of her mind. The letters themselves are an interior monologue, the
expression of her mind. And the disorderly arrangement of the letters also contributes to express her anxiety
and the strained situation of the story. This lonely woman is ready to accept everything —every conclusion,
every torture, and pay the price of her adultery at the end of the story. Similar tragedies of love in The Wheel
were discussed in the previous study.! In the last stage of this series of interpretative studies, the central
theme and structure of The Wheel of Love will be discussed as a whole.

The Wheel of
Love (1970) “ Unmailed,
Unwritten Letters”




“fearful of love, and fearful of not loving, of not

being loved, .... So we met. ” (p. 58)

Too many people know you now, your private life
is dwindling. You are dragged back again and
again to hearings, commission meetings, secret
meetings, desperate meetings, television inter-
views with kids from college newspapers. ... | love
you, | suffer for you, I lie here in a paralysis of love,
sorrow, density, idleness, lost in my love for you,
my shame for having betrayed you .... (p. 60)

..., and he and | wandered to the hostess’ s table,
where food was set out. We made pigs of ourselves,
eating. He picked out the shrimp and | demurely
picked out tiny flakes of dough with miniature
asparagus in them. Didn't you notice us? ... We
talked. We ate. | could see in his bony knuckles a
hunger that would never be satisfied. And I,
though | think I am starving slowly to death now, |
leaped upon the food as if it were a way of getting
at him, of drawing him into me. We talked. We
wandered around the house. (p. 65)

I say that we will have to give this up, these
meetings; too much risk, shame. What about my
husband, what about his wife? (A deliberate insult
—I know he doesn'’t love his wife.) | can see at once
that I've hurt him, his face shows everything, and
as soon as this registers in both of us I am stunned
with the injustice of what I've done to him, | must
erase it, cancel it out, undo it; | caress his body in
desperation.... Again and again. A pattern. (p.69)

‘I will die slowly in this

marriage rather than come to life in another.’(p.70)



Dear Marsha Katz,

Thank you for the flowers, white flowers, but
why that delicate hint of death, all that fragrance
wasted on someone like myself who is certain to go
on living? Why are you pursuing me? Why in
secrecy? (I see all the letters you write to your
father, don't forget; and you never mention me in
them.) (p.56)

Only ten years old, and too young for evil
thoughts—do you look in your precocious heart and
see only grit, the remains of things, a crippled
shadow of a child? Do you see in all this the defeat
of your Daughterliness? ...
compete with a thirty-year-old. (p. 57)

A ten-year-old cannot

Are you beginning to feel terror at having lost?
Your father and | are not lovers, ..., still you've lost
because | gather he plans on continuing the divorce
proceedings, long distance, and what exactly can a
child do about that...? | see all the letters you write
him. No secrets. Your Cape Cod sequence was

especially charming. | like what you did with that
kitten, the kitten that is found death on the beach!
Ah, you clever little girl, even with your 1.Q. of
uncharted heights, .... (p.57)

All this time | am sweating in the late October
heat, thinking that his daughter is going to win
after all, has already won. Shouldn't | just drive
home and leave him, put an end to it? A bottle of
aspirin was all it took. The tears | might almost
shed are not tears of shame or regret but tears of
anger—that child has taken my lover from me. That
child! (p. 73.)

The heat gets worse. Thirty, forty, forty-five
minutes ... | have given up looking for the car...I
am not lost, I am still heading home in my
imagination, but I have given up looking for the car.
| turn terror into logic. | ascend the stairway to the



wire-guarded overpass that leads back to the
terminal, walking sensibly, and keep on walking
until I come to one of the airport motels. | ask them
for a room. A single. Why not? Before | can go home
| must bathe, I must get the odor of this man out of
me, | must clean myself. | take a room, | close the
door to the room behind me; alone, | go to the
bathroom and run a tubful of water.... (p.79)

I am surviving at half-tempo. A crippled waltz
tempo. It is only my faith in the flimsiness of love
that keeps me going—I know this will end. I've
been waiting for it to end since April, having faith.
Love can't last. Even lust can't last. | loved my
husband and now I do not love him, we never sleep
together, that's through. Since he isn't likely to tell
you that, I will. (p.70)

'My body has no life
in it, only its own. What you discharged in me is not
life but despair.’'(p. 63)

Do you remember any of us? I am your daughter. Do
you regret having had a daughter? | do not regret
having no children, not now. Children, more child-
ren, children upon children, protoplasm upon proto-
plasm .... Once | thought | couldn’'t bear to live
without having children, now | can't bear to live at
all. I must be the wife of a man I can't have, | don't
even want children from him. (p. 70-1)

'No gratitude in me, nothing. No, |
feel no gratitude. | can't feel gratitude.’ (p.71)



Dear Marsha Katz,

Thank you for the baby clothes. Keep sending
me things, test your imagination. | feel that you are
drowning. | sense a tightness in your chest, your
throat. Are your eyes leaden with defeat, you
ten-year-old wonder? How many lives do children
relive at the moment of death? (p. 62)

drown, defeat, death

Dear Mother and Father,
The temperature today is
this time, . Greg has been very busy as
usual with , , . This
‘s, whom you have

. Yesterday at

weekend we must see the
met. How is the weather there? How is your
vacation? Thank you for your postcard from

(p-62)
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