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[In the following essay, Wegs concentrates on the "grotesque" factors in Oates's "Where Are You Going, Where
Have You Been," citing them as the reason the story fills the reader with fear even though it takes place in familiar
surroundings. ]

Joyce Carol Oates's ability to absorb and then to transmit in her fiction the terror which is often a part of living in
America today has been frequently noted and admired. For instance, Walter Sullivan praises her skill by noting that
"horror resides in the transformation of what we know best, the intimate and comfortable details of our lives made
suddenly threatening." Although he does not identify it as such, Sullivan's comment aptly describes a classic
instance of a grotesque intrusion: a familiar world suddenly appears alien. Oates frequently evokes the grotesque in
her fiction, drawing upon both its traditional or demonic and its contemporary or psychological manifestations. In the
prize-winning short story, "Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?", Oates utilizes the grotesque in many of
its forms to achieve a highly skillful integration of the multiple levels of the story and, in so doing, to suggest a
transcendent reality which reaches beyond surface realism to evoke the simultaneous mystery and reality of the
contradiction of the human heart. Full of puzzling and perverse longings, the heart persists in mixing lust and love,
life and death, good and evil. Oates's teenage protagonist, Connie, discovers that her dream love-god also wears
the face of lust, evil and death.

Centering the narrative on the world of popular teenage music and culture, Oates depicts the tawdry world of drive-
in restaurants and shopping plazas blaring with music with a careful eye for authentic surface detail. However, her
use of popular music as a thematic referent is typical also of her frequent illumination of the illusions and
grotesquely false values which may arise from excessive devotion to such aspects of popular culture as rock music,
movies, and romance magazines. In all of her fiction as in this story, she frequently employs a debased religious
imagery to suggest the gods which modern society has substituted for conventional religion. Oates delineates the
moral poverty of Connie, her fifteen-year-old protagonist, by imaging a typical evening Connie spends at a drive-in
restaurant as a grotesquely parodied religious pilgrimage. Left by her friend's father to stroll at the shopping center
or go to a movie, Connie and her girlfriend immediately cross the highway to the restaurant frequented by older
teenagers. A grotesque parody of a church, the building is bottle-shaped and has a grinning boy holding a
hamburger aloft on top of it. Unconscious of any ludicrousness, Connie and her friend enter it as if going into a
"sacred building" which will give them "what haven and blessing they yearned for." It is the music which is "always in
the background, like music at a church service" that has invested this "bright-lit, fly-infested" place with such
significance. Indeed, throughout the story the music is given an almost mystical character, for it evokes in Connie a
mysterious pleasure, a "glow of slow-pulsed joy that seemed to rise mysteriously out of the music itself."

Although the story undoubtedly has a moral dimension, Oates does not take a judgmental attitude toward Connie. In
fact, much of the terror of the story comes from the recognition that there must be thousands of Connies. By
carefully including telltale phrases, Oates demonstrates in an understated fashion why Connies exist. Connie's
parents, who seem quite typical, have disqualified themselves as moral guides for her. At first reading, the reader
may believe Connie's mother to be concerned about her daughter's habits, views, and friends; but basically their
arguments are little more than a "pretense of exasperation, a sense that they... [are] tugging and struggling over
something of little value to either of them." Connie herself is uncertain of her mother's motives for constantly picking
at her; she alternates between a view that her mother's harping proceeds from jealousy of Connie's good looks now
that her own have faded and a feeling that her mother really prefers her over her plain older sister June because
she is prettier. In other words, to Connie and her mother, real value lies in beauty. Connie's father plays a small role
in her life, but by paralleling repeated phrases, Oates suggests that this is precisely the problem. Because he does
not "bother talking much" to his family, he can hardly ask the crucial parental questions, "Where are you going?" or
"Where have you been?" The moral indifference of the entire adult society is underscored by Oates' parallel
description of the father of Connie's friend, who also "never... [bothers] to ask" what they did when he picks up the
pair at the end of one of their evenings out. Similarly, on Sunday morning, "none of them bothered with church," not
even that supposed paragon, June.

Since her elders do not bother about her, Connie is left defenseless against the temptations represented by Arnold



Friend. A repeated key phrase emphasizes her helplessness. As she walks through the parking lot of the restaurant
with Eddie, she can not "help but" look about happily, full of joy in a life characterized by casual pickups and
constant music. When she sees Arnold in a nearby car, she looks away, but her instinctive flirtatiousness triumphs
and she can not "help but" look back. Later, like Lot's wife leaving Sodom and Gomorrah, she cannot "help but look
back" at the plaza and drive-in as her friend's father drives them home. In Connie's case, the consequences of the
actions she can not seem to help are less biblically swift to occur and can not be simply labeled divine retribution.

Since music is Connie's religion, its values are hers also. Oates does not include the lyrics to any popular songs
here, for any observer of contemporary America could surely discern the obvious link between Connie's high
esteem for romantic love and youthful beauty and the lyrics of scores of hit tunes. The superficiality of Connie's
values becomes terrifyingly apparent when Arnold Friend, the external embodiment of the teenage ideal celebrated
in popular songs, appears at Connie's home in the country one Sunday afternoon when she is home alone, listening
to music and drying her hair. It is no accident that Arnold's clothes, car, speech, and taste in music reflect current
teenage chic almost exactly, for they constitute part of a careful disguise intended to reflect Arnold's self-image as
an accomplished youthful lover.

Suspense mounts in the story as the reader realizes along with Connie that Arnold is not a teenager and is really
thirty or more. Each part of his disguise is gradually revealed to be grotesquely distorted in some way. His shaggy
black hair,"crazy as a wig," is evidently really a wig. The mask-like appearance of his face has been created by
applying a thick coat of makeup; however, he has carelessly omitted his throat. Even his eyelashes appear to be
made-up, but with some tarlike material. In his clothing, his disguise appears more successful, for Connie approves
of the way he dresses, as "all of them dressed," in tight jeans, boots, and pullover. When he walks, however, Connie
realizes that the runty Arnold, conscious that the ideal teenage dream lover is tall, has stuffed his boots; the result
is, however, that he can hardly walk and staggers ludicrously. Attempting to bow, he almost falls. Similarly, the gold
jalopy covered with teenage slang phrases seems authentic until Connie notices that one of them is no longer in
vogue. Even his speech is not his own, for it recalls lines borrowed from disc jockeys, teenage slang, and lines from
popular songs. Arnold's strange companion, Ellie Oscar, is just as grotesque as Arnold. Almost totally absorbed in
listening to music and interrupting this activity only to offer threatening assistance to Arnold, Ellie is no youth either;
he has the "face of a forty-year-old baby." Although Arnold has worked out his disguise with great care, he soon
loses all subtlety in letting Connie know of his evil intentions; he is not simply crazy but a criminal with plans to rape
and probably to murder Connie.

However, Arnold is far more than a grotesque portrait of a psychopathic killer masquerading as a teenager; he also
has all the traditional sinister traits of that arch-deceiver and source of grotesque terror, the devil. As is usual with
Satan, he is in disguise; the distortions in his appearance and behavior suggest not only that his identity is faked but
also hint at his real self. Equating Arnold and Satan is not simply a gratuitous connection designed to exploit
traditional demonic terror, for the early pages of the story explicitly prepare for this linking by portraying popular
music and its values as Connie's perverted version of religion. When Arnold comes up the drive, her first glance
makes Connie believe that a teenage boy with his jalopy, the central figure of her religion, has arrived; therefore,
she murmurs "Christ, Christ" as she wonders about how her newly-washed hair looks. When the car—a parodied
golden chariot?—stops, a horn sounds "as if this were a signal Connie knew." On one level, the horn honks to
announce the "second coming" of Arnold, a demonic Day of Judgment. Although Connie never specifically
recognizes Arnold as Satan, her first comment to him both hints at his infernal origins and faithfully reproduces
teenage idiom: "Who the hell do you think you are?" (emphasis mine). When he introduces himself, his name too
hints at his identity, for "friend" is uncomfortably close to "fiend"; his initials could well stand for Arch Fiend. The
frightened Connie sees Arnold as "only half real": he "had driven up her driveway all right but had come from
nowhere before that and belonged nowhere." Especially supernatural is his mysterious knowledge about her, her
family, and her friends. At one point, he even seems to be able to see all the way to the barbecue which Connie's
family is attending and to get a clear vision of what all the guests are doing. Typical of his ambiguous roles is his
hint that he had something to do with the death of the old woman who lived down the road. It is never clear whether
Arnold has killed her, has simply heard of her death, or knows about it in his devil role of having come to take her
away to hell. Although Arnold has come to take Connie away, in his traditional role as evil spirit, he may not cross a
threshold uninvited; he repeatedly mentions that he is not going to come in after Connie, and he never does.
Instead, he lures Connie out to him. Part of his success may be attributed to his black magic in having put his sign
on her—X for victim. Because the devil is not a mortal being, existing as he does in all ages, it is not surprising that
he slips in remembering what slang terms are in vogue. Similarly, his foolish attempt at a bow may result from a
mixup in temporal concepts of the ideal lover. In addition, his clumsy bow may be due to the fact that it must be
difficult to manipulate boots if one has cloven feet!...

Oates encourages the reader to took for multiple levels in this story and to consider Arnold and Connie at more than
face value by her repeated emphasis on the question of identity. The opening of the story introduces the concept to
which both Connie and her mother seem to subscribe—being pretty means being someone. In fact, her mother's



acid questions as she sees Connie at her favorite activity of mirror-gazing—"Who are you? You think you're so
pretty?"—also introduce the converse of this idea, namely, that those who lack physical beauty have no identity. As
does almost everything in the story, everything about Connie has "two sides to it." However, Connie's nature, one
for at home and one for "anywhere that was not home," is simple in comparison to that of Arnold. Connie's puzzled
questions at first query what role Arnold thinks he is playing: "Who the hell do you think you are?" Then she realizes
that he sees himself all too literally as the man of her dreams, and she becomes more concerned about knowing his
real identity. By the time that Arnold asks, "Don't you know who | am?" Connie realizes that it is no longer a simple
question of whether he is a "jerk" or someone worth her attention but of just how crazy he is. By the end she knows
him to be a murderer, for she realizes that she will never see her family again. However, only the reader sees
Arnold's Satan identity. Connie's gradual realization of Arnold's identity brings with it a recognition of the actual
significance of physical beauty: Arnold is indeed someone to be concerned about, even if he is no handsome youth.
At the conclusion Connie has lost all identity except that of victim, for Arnold's half-sung sigh about her blue eyes
ignores the reality of her brown ones. In Arnold's view, Connie's personal identity is totally unimportant.

Dedicated to contemporary balladeer Bob Dylan, this story in a sense represents Oates' updated prose version of a
ballad in which a demon lover carries away his helpless victim. By adding modern psychological insights, she
succeeds in revealing the complex nature of the victim of a grotesque intrusion by an alien force; on one level, the
victim actually welcomes and invites this demonic visitation. Like Bob Dylan, she grafts onto the ballad tradition a
moral commentary which explores but does not solve the problems of the evils of our contemporary society; an
analogous Dylan ballad is his "A Hard Rain's a Gonna' Fall." Even the title records not only the ritual parental
questions but also suggests that there is a moral connection between the two questions: where Connie goes is
related to where she has been. Oates does not judge Connie in making this link, however; Connie is clearly not in
complete control over where she has been. The forces of her society, her family, and her self combine to make her
fate inescapable.

"Don't You Know Who | Am?': The Grotesque in Oates's 'Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?'," in The
Journal of Narrative Technique, Vol. 5, no. 1, January, 1975, pp. 66—72.
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