A&P – Updike / Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been – Oates
A&P – Updike 

Please support the following comment by using ONLY information about character and setting:

Updike’s "A & P" tells the story of a checkout boy, Sammy, who quits his job after his boss Mr. Lengel speaks disparagingly to three teenage girls who come into the grocery store on a summer afternoon. But on a deeper level, the story is a contrast of worldviews: the conservative, conventional, and stoic against the free-spirited, individualistic, and non-conformist.
· Can their actions at the end of the story be forecasted based on their characteristics?

Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been – Oates 

Joyce Carol Oates releases certain details of Connie’s and Arnold’s character slowly throughout their encounter, building tension and fear throughout.   How do the details released reflect this ever increasing tension between them?  Identify some of the ominous details in the story that foreshadow a tragic end for Connie.  What are some of the weapons that Arnold Friend uses against Connie?
In what way does Connie “have it coming” or does she?  Is this ironical or just poetic justice?  Why does she get in the car at the end?  Is this a weakness in her character or the strength of Arnold?  How does Connie’s character make her an easy target for Arnold Friend?
In what ways has her view of the world and of herself been shaped by her “culture”?  What elements of the setting help the reader to form an opinion about the culture Connie lives in?

What is the significance of the title and the character’s names?

How does the story follow a regular plot structure even with action?

A&P Analysis

Even though Lengel does not make his physical appearance until near the story’s end, his arrival has in a way been foreshadowed by a number of other characters who preceded him. For example, Updike notes that as soon as the three girls appear in the A & P, the "sheep" -- Sammy’s word for the run-of-the-mill customers who plod through the store, pushing their shopping carts, following their prescribed routes -- react to their presence with amazement; "You could see them, when Queenie’s white shoulders dawned on them, kind of jerk, or hop, or hiccup, but their eyes snapped back to their own baskets and on they pushed."

The staff of the market, likewise, can hardly believe it when these three girls traipse in. Stokesie, another young clerk, who is married and the father of two babies, comments to Sammy that the girls make him "feel so faint." An older clerk, McMahon, begins "patting his mouth and looking after them, sizing up their joints." What all of these men are reacting to, clearly, is the presence of sex, raw sex, in an environment which is usually free of it. 

After the three girls have paraded through the store for three full pages, Mr. Lengel the manager comes on the scene. Sammy tells us that his boss "comes in from struggling with a truck full of cabbages" when "the girls touch his eye." Our very first view of Mr. Lengel, therefore, shows him engaged in hard, manual labor as opposed to the frivolous activity of the girls. 

Lengel’s remark to the girls -- "This isn’t the beach" -- reinforces this. Sammy observes that the way Lengel insistently repeats this remark seems "as if it had occurred to him, and he had been thinking all these years the A & P was a big sand dune and he was the head lifeguard." Which, in a very profound way, he is: as not only the manager of the A & P but a Sunday School teacher, he feels he has the right to set the tone for what is considered acceptable in his arena. But his "sand dune" is the world of work, whereas the girls’ is the world of play.

He therefore approaches the girls and scolds them, implying that their attire has violated and desecrated his space. Note that his obvious displeasure at the girls’ appearance does not stop him from telling Sammy to ring up their purchase and take their money so they can leave. But this is too much for Sammy. He mumbles under his breath that he quits, and when Mr. Lengel asks him to repeat his last remark, Sammy complies -- pulling off his apron and walking out. Mr. Lengel warns him that "You’ll feel this for the rest of your life," and Updike writes that Sammy "know[s] that’s true." 

What precisely has just happened? Why did Sammy quit? He tells Mr. Lengel that "You didn’t have to embarrass them," to which Mr. Lengel replies, "It was they who were embarrassing us." Since Sammy is clearly not embarrassed, the "us" refers not to Sammy but to Mr. Lengel and the entire town his attitude represents. Sammy is therefore telling Mr. Lengel that in his own belief system, people should be able to be frivolous when they want to. They should be able to come into a store in bathing suits to buy snacks, and they should be able to turn heads when they do it. Young men should be able to be attracted to young women without feeling guilty, and when they do, society should be able to withstand the shock. To confine oneself to Mr. Lengel’s view of society is to condemn oneself to the ordinary.

In the last sentence of the story, Sammy realizes, as he walks away from the store, "how hard the world was going to be to me hereafter" -- but it will only be hard in the sense that Sammy will forever be forced to buck the Lengels of the world, who will outnumber him a thousand to one. Sammy at least has given himself a shot at achieving real joy in his life; Mr. Lengel will never even know that joy exists, because his worldview is too narrow to admit it.
Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been Analysis
From Joyce Carol Oates: “My story had an ending one might call tragic, since the heroine surrenders to death. She in a sense is transcending her mortal self; she arises above her particularity and she's going to ascend to death. She looks out from the screen door, and she sees the organic world, which is the world from which we come, and we're composed of, and she's going to go to that world and she's going to die. A man has come for her, a rapist, and he's going to kill her.”+

The story is loosely based upon the true story of Charles Schmid, born 1942, a serial killer in Tucson, Arizona, called the "Pied Piper of Tucson". He was able to lure girls into being with him, until he finally killed one girl and two sisters later. He was finally caught through a confession of a former confidante, convicted for life and killed in jail by other inmates in 1975. When he killed the first girl, Alleen Rowe, he lured her out of her house, a friend of his waiting in the car. "Smitty" wore stuffed boots and virtually talked his victim into his car. He also claimed to have some hallucinogenic or psychic powers.
"Oates had read part of the article printed in Life magazine and thought this killer was such a strange character, with his stuffed boots and awkward gait. Yet to her mind, he embodied something elusive about adolescent culture and its hidden dangers. That such a man had somehow charmed three teenage girls whom he subsequently killed inspired her to write a short story from the point of view of a potential victim. What would it take, she wondered, for a young girl to be lured by a man who obviously had little going for him? What might he have said and done to win her trust and get her to walk straight into her doom?

The story came to Oates 'more or less in a piece' after reading the article and hearing Bob Dylan's song, 'It's All Over Now, Baby Blue.' She was reminded of folk legends of 'Death and the Maiden' and saw within this situation in Tucson an archetypal element. She dedicated her story to Dylan and used some of the words from his song."

Bob Dylan: "It's all over now, Baby Blue" [1965]

You must leave now, take what you need, you think will last. 

But whatever you wish to keep, you better grab it fast. 

Yonder stands your orphan with his gun, 

Crying like a fire in the sun. 

Look out the saints are comin' through 

And it's all over now, Baby Blue. 

The highway is for gamblers, better use your sense. 

Take what you have gathered from coincidence. 

The empty-handed painter from your streets 

Is drawing crazy patterns on your sheets. 

This sky, too, is folding under you 

And it's all over now, Baby Blue. 

All your seasick sailors, they are rowing home. 

All your reindeer armies, are all going home. 

The lover who just walked out your door 

Has taken all his blankets from the floor. 

The carpet, too, is moving under you 

And it's all over now, Baby Blue. 

Leave your stepping stones behind, something calls for you. 

Forget the dead you've left, they will not follow you. 

The vagabond who's rapping at your door 

Is standing in the clothes that you once wore. 

Strike another match, go start anew 

And it's all over now, Baby Blue.

Thoughts and Questions on the text

Connie:

Connie is torn between growing out of her childhood and growing into being a women. She still has retained a certain amount of child-like behavior, but tries to be more adult, especially in talking to Arnold Friend. As a child, she still lives with her parents and is strongly dependent upon them, mostly upon her mother. As an incipient adult woman, she starts to care about her outfit and about boys. This strange guy from the bar coming to her home, taking her for a ride, that's the high time of her day. She is proud of his remembering her, and her initial reservedness perhaps resulting from her playing "hard to get". This changes when she notices something fake about Arnold Friend, something which makes her want to quit the conversation. The turn, however, takes place too late, Arnold Friend already has her in his hold. Having realized the danger, she chooses to give in, protecting her innermost self by falling into some state of trance or sleepwalking, distancing herself from her body. Arnold Friend, death, becomes her solution.

There's also a theory that the story may be a story of drug use (Kapper, "A Virgin in the Backseat Smoking Hash", see resources below), that this would explain the strange detachment and sleepwalking of Connie at the end. How could this proposal be supported or refuted?

Arnold Friend:

Arnold Friend is much older than Connie and cannot be said to be a child anymore, yet he lures Connie out by using imagery from childhood. He talks to her partly like a lover and a person of authority, he fakes listening to her and guides the "conversation" into the direction favored by him. His strange and even funny attire, most of all his boots, may serve to ridicule him, making him thus appear less threatening, like a clown perhaps. 

Oates constantly referres to him as "Arnold Friend" while she could've easily used pronouns. Thus she underlines the overwhelming presence of Arnold Friend, he is the nemesis, the avatar of evil, at the end, the synonym for (violent) death. Like a puppet master he controls her strings, pushes her into doing something she would never do consciously (cf. also the X-Files episodes 3x17 "Pusher" and 5x08 "Kitsunegari").

As the text is based upon a true story, to what an extent can Arnold Friend be said to be a version of Charles Schmid? Where does fact meet fiction? Could the end of the story also be ambiguous and leading to a more positive outcome, like in the movie? Or is this solution already ruled out through the criminal case?

Ellie and Arnold Friend:

Ellie, Arnold Friend's partner, may partly serve as a comic relief both for the story and for Arnold Friend. Arnold Friend constructs Ellie as someone strange, even dangerous. Ellie is the mysterious stranger in the background, he controls the music and also opts for cutting the phone line. By repeated shutting him up, Arnold Friend creates the illusion for Connie that he himself keeps Ellie – the alleged bad guy – in control. It may be a game of good cop – bad cop; a charade to convince Connie that she'd be safe with Arnold Friend, that Arnold Friend would succeed in protecting her from the strange maniacal Ellie. Arnold Friend constructs himself as her only hope, her universe, her escape – through invoking fear, he estranges her even from her house and surroundings, at the end, he leaves her no choice but to stick to the last certainty in her life: him.

What other function could Ellie have?

Language

A children's perspective needs certain means to achieve it and to recognize it. There is use of children's speech in it, as when Arnold Friend tries to appeal to Connie's simple kid's self, but this is something used artificially by Arnold Friend. Connie, the kid, doesn't really use kid's language that much, but she draws on child-like concepts and child-like worries (see quotes). 

Oates uses relatively simple language, alternating between being factual and between putting the scope of her narration more closely into the mind of the characters, she sometimes zooms into the actual thoughts and fears (as when Connie's perception changes), while on other occasions being rather detached. The perspective of the narrator in the text, however, is largely Connie's.

What further means of language can be examined in the text?

Structure

As a short story, the text rather jumps into the situation, giving only the most necessary details about the characters. The smooth talk is the main conflict. If ever, in how far is the ending surprising?

A WINDOW ONTO OATES 

· growing up in a spiritual wasteland, Connie seeks out a dream world: 

· in many respects, Connie lives in an existential world; Sartre would no doubt comment on meaninglessness of the environment that she lives in 

· there is no God ("none of them bothered with church") (1011). 

· in fact, the "god" which has replaced a traditional God is a decidedly secular one ("a revolving figure of a grinning boy who held a hamburger aloft" (1010)); note that the restaurant is described as "a sacred building that loomed out of the night to give them [the youth] what haven and what blessing they yearned for" (1010). 

· Connie looks longingly at the dark and empty mall when driving by it at night, concerned by its "faded and ghostly" signs (1011) - when open, it is also a place where she finds "meaning" (1009). 

· Connie's parents offer her no direction; the father is absent from home a great deal, and when he is home, he does not communicate much with his family (1009); her friend's father obligingly drives the young women around but "never bothered to ask what they had done" (1009). 

· her mother is too "simple" to notice Connie's dishonesty about her evening activities (1011), and she criticizes Connie regularly enough that Connie would not choose to confide in her: "Connie's mother kept picking at her until Connie wished that her mother was dead and she herself was dead and it was all over" (1009). (See 1011 also.) 

· Connie observes that her mother, while objecting to Connie's behaviour, prefers her to her sister June, because Connie is "prettier" (1011): "Her mother had been pretty once too, if you could believe those old snapshots in the album, but now her looks were gone and that was why she was always after Connie" (1009) 

· it may have been her mother who first influenced Connie to value appearances over all else: "[S]he [Connie] knew she was pretty and that was everything" (1009). 

· June, who painstakingly meets the expectations of her mother and others in society, offers Connie no inspiration about how to behave; her actions seem merely pathetic: "[P]oor old June [is] all dressed up as if she didn't know what a barbecue was, with all the running yelling kids and the flies" (1011). 

· in the face of this meaninglessness, Connie creates a dream world where her wishes (for affection and approval, for example) can be met: "Connie sat with her eyes closed in the sun, dreaming and dazed with the warmth about her as if this were a kind of love, the caresses of love, and her mind slipped over thoughts of the boy she had been with the night before and how nice he'd been, how sweet it always was . . . sweet, gentle, the way it was in movies and promised in songs; and when she opened her eyes she hardly knew where she was . . . . She shook her head as if to get awake" (1012). 

· she creates a public persona which she uses to attract admiration and attention, particularly that of young men; her dress, her facial expressions and even her laugh are contrived; for example, "her laugh . . . was cynical and drawling at home - 'Ha, ha, very funny' - but high-pitched and nervous anywhere else, like the jingling of the charms on her bracelet" (1010). 

· "breathless with daring" (1010), she and her friend seek out the company of young men; however, they do not see them as individuals, but rather as approximations of an ideal in their minds: "[A]ll of the boys fell back and dissolved into a single face that was not even a face, but an idea, a feeling, mixed up with the urgent insistent pounding of the music and the humid night air of July" (1011). 

· it is this seductive persona which she puts forward to Arnold Friend when he first notices her: "Connie slit her eyes at him and turned away, but she couldn't help glancing back and there he was still watching her" (1010); she is indiscriminate in her flirtations, always aware of herself as a desirable spectacle to behold 

· the music she and her friends listen to serves to perpetuate (initiate?) the "trance" they live in 

· Connie listens for an hour and a half to a radio show hosted by a D.J. named Bobby King, who urges "girls" to listen closely (to what the music is telling them to be); she does so, believing herself to be "bathed in a glow of slow-pulsed joy that seemed to rise mysteriously out of the music itself" (1012). 

· the young women believe that it is the music at the hamburger restaurant "that made everything so good: the music was always in the background like music at a church service, it was something to depend on" (1010). 

· in effect, the music serves to anesthetize them, lulling them into a fantasy world where beauty is rewarded and love relationships are abundant and fulfilling 

· it is this very illlusion in Connie's mind which allows Arnold Friend to gain her trust and ultimately entrap her 

· when he points out the transistor radio, on which the Bobby King show is playing, she stops being sulky and contemptuous and shares his interest in the show 

· he speaks to her in the style of a D.J., thus confusing her as she tries to assess him: 

· "He spoke in a simple lilting voice, exactly as if he were reciting the words to as song. His smile reassured her that everything was fine" (1014). 

· he talks to her "in a chant" (1014) and in a "singsong way" (1015); she is taken in for a time because he "had the voice of the man on the radio . . ." (1016). 

· as he becomes more violent in his demands, his words remind her of the lines of the love songs she has heard on the radio: "Part of these words were spoken with a slight rhythmic lilt, and Connie somehow recognized them - the echo of a song from last year, about a girl rushing into her boyfriend's arms and coming home again" (1018). 

· Arnold himself is under the illusion that it is his role to "conquer" Connie and her role to submit; this attitude, too, stems from his interpretations of music and movies 

· when he orders her to come out of the house, he "tried to force his shoulders back. He sounded like a hero in a movie, declaring something important. He spoke too loudly, and it was as if he were speaking to someone behind Connie" (1018). 

· when he pushes back Ellie, his male companion, to avoid having to compete with him for Connie, he utters a series of familiar catch-phrases ("Don't crush. Don't bird dog. Don't trail me . . . " (1019)); when he achieves his goal at the end of the story, he half-sings what sounds like a line from a song: "My sweet little blue-eyed girl . . . " (1021). 

· he believes that the role of a young woman is indeed to rush into his arms without resistance (as the song that Connie remembers suggests): "[B]e nice to me, be sweet like you can because what else is there for a girl like you but to be sweet and pretty and give in?" (1020) 

· he even fools Connie initially with his dress, because he has studiously created (with wig and elevated shoes for boots) the look which young women like Connie approve of: "Connie liked the way he was dressed, which was the way all of them dressed . . ." (1013). 

· thus, Connie, numbed by her dream-world, has difficulty "waking up" to combat the real Arnold beneath the costume; her valiant efforts fail 

· early in their encounter, she can see that he looks at her as though "she were a treat he was going to gobble up and it was all a joke" (1014). (Look for other evidence of misogyny in the story.) 

· she is horrified to remember that she has flirted with him (1014); that is, she realizes that she has sent a message about herself which could now harm her 

· she struggles to decode his behaviour (while he attempts to mesmerize her with secret codes and mirrored sunglasses); she begins to see that his laughter is forced (1014), his eyes and face are unsettling (without the glasses) (1014), his age is much greater than hers (1015-16), and his height, his hair and even his complexion are fake (1016-17). 

· however, she has difficulty separating Arnold from the other young men she dates; she sees in him the same charming smile and provocative tone, yet "all these things did not come together" (1015). 

· she feels a "wave of dizziness" and "wait[s] for something to change the shock of the moment, make it all right again" (1016); he and his car become "a blur," and even the music (a blend of her radio and his) seems "only half real" (1016); in short, she waits for some external power to come into play to save her 

· although she gets to the phone, she is overcome by fear and weeping and cannot call for help (1020); despite her recognition that she "ha[s] got to think . . . to know what to do" (1020), it is too late to protect herself against Arnold 

· she realizes that her family are important to her: she cries for her mother and mourns the fact that she will never return to this home (1020), and she chooses to sacrifice herself in order to save her family from potential harm (an admirable existential choice!) 

· her final recognition is that she has never really seen or understood what has been around her, but she is now being forced to embrace the unknown (her rite of passage, the reader can see, with horror, will be a brutal one) (1021) 

· Connie is only fifteen and unaware of how ill-equipped she is to deal with perverse elements of society; she can certainly not be completely "blamed" for her abduction; however, perhaps Oates wishes to drive home to her readers the costs of remaining complacent and gullible in a society preoccupied with images manufactured by the media 

