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The end of adolescence in “Four Summers” in Oates’s The Wheel of Love

Shigeyuki Nagaoka

Abstract: This interpretative study of J. C. Oates’ s “Four Summers” concludes my analysis of all twenty
stories in The Wheel of Love. This is the seventh and last study. All the stories were discussed in my 
previous studies appeared in this bulletin. Oates depicts another story about a young girl, her coming of 
age and the difficulties when she determines the choice of her partner. The life of Sissie, the main 
character, is view from the eyes of the author. As in previous parts, we see a character who is vacillating
between hope and fear.  
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It is some kind of special day. “Where’s Sissie?” Ma 
says. Her face gets sharp, she is frightened. When I 
run around her chair she laughs and hugs me. She is 
pretty when she laughs. Her hair is long and pretty. 
(209)



I
can feel how happy they are altogether, drawn together 
by the round table.”(211) 

Can we go out in a boat, Dad?”says Jerry.
He and Frank keep running back and forth. I don’t 

want to go with them, I want to stay by Ma. She 
smells nice. Frank’s face is dirty with sweat. “Dad,” 
he says whining, “can’t we go out in a boat? Them 
kids are going out.” (210)

2

We are at the boathouse tavern again. It is a mild 
day, a Sunday afternoon. Dad is talking with some 
men; Jerry and I are waiting by the boats. Mommy is 
at home with the new baby. Frank has gone off with 
some friends of his, to a stock-car race. There are 
some people here, sitting out at the tables, but they 
don’t notice us. (217)

Jerry is twelve now. 

He is always in a hurry to get things done.(219) 

3 4
Two women cross over from the parking lot. They 

are wearing high-heeled shoes and hats and bright 

past the men look at them. They go into the tavern. 
The men laugh about something. The way they laugh 
makes my eyes focus on something away from 

to look anywhere else. I feel as if I’m falling asleep. 
(218-9)

4. 3

3

So here we are inside the tavern. There’s too much 
smoke, I hate smoke. Dad is smoking a cigar. I won’t
drink any more root beer, it’s flat, and I’m sick of 
potato chips. Inside me there is something that 
wants to run away, that hates them. How loud they
are, my parents! (221)

3



When I cross through the crowded tavern I’m 
conscious of people looking at me. My hair lost its 
curl because it was so humid today, my legs are too 

want to hide somewhere, hide my face from them. I 
hate noisy place and these people. Even the music 
is ugly because it belongs to them. Then, when I’m 
outside, the music gets faint right away and it 
doesn’t sound so bad. It’s cooler out here. No one is 
around. (224)

It’s a game. I’m not afraid. When I think of my 
mother and father inside, something makes me want 
to step closer to this man why should I be afraid? I 
could be wild like some of the other girls. Nothing 
surprises me.

We keep on talking. At first I can tell he wants me 
to come inside the tavern with him, but then he 
forgets about it; he keeps talking. … My cheeks start 

some of the other girls. Why not? Once before I 
talked with a man like this, on the bus. We were both 
sitting in the back. I wasn’t afraid. This man and I 
keep talking and we talk about nothing, he wants to 
know how old I am, but it makes my heart pound so 
hard that I want to touch my chest to calm it. We 
were walking along the old boardwalk and I say: 
“Somebody took me out rowing once here. ”

“Is that so?” he says. “You want me to take you 
out?”

He has a hard, handsome face. I like that face. 
Why is he alone? … (224)

14

Where Are You Going, Where Have You 
Been?” [2]

… I can’t move. Something dazzling and icy rises up 
in me, an awful fear, but I can’t move and I can’t say 
anything. He is touching me with his hands. His 
mouth is soft but wants too much from me. I think, 
What is he doing? Do they all do this? Do I have to
have it done to me too?

“You cut that out,” I tell him.
He steps away. His chest is heaving and his eyes 

look like a dog’s eyes, surprised and betrayed. The 
last thing I see of him is those eyes, before I turn 
back and run to the tavern. (226)
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Well, nobody wanted you, kid,”she once said to 
Linda. Linda was a baby then, one year old. Ma was 
furious, standing in the kitchen where she was 
washing the floor, screaming: Nobody wanted you, 
it was a goddamn accident! An accident!” That 
surprised me so I didn’t know what to think, and I 
didn’t know if I hated Ma or not; but I kept it all a 
secret… only my girl friends know, and I won’t tell 
the priest either. Nobody can make me tell. (222)

4
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Jesse says, Let’s stop at this place. I been here a 
few times before.”

It’s the Lakeside Bar. That big building with the 
grubby siding, and a big pink neon sign in front, and 
the cinder driveway that’s so bumpy. Yes, everything 
the same. But
haven’t been here for years. (227)

I know everything, I have no need to learn from 
anyone else now. I am one of those girls younger girls 
study closely, to learn from.”(227) 

This bar is just like any other bar. Before we were 
married we went to places like this, Jesse and me 
and other couples. We had to spend a certain amount 
of time doing things like that and going to movies, 
playing miniature golf, bowling, dancing, 
swimm
have a baby. I think of the baby all the time, because 
my life will be changed then; everything will be 
different. Four months from now.

… It was so easy for my mother…. But it will be 
different with me because my life will be changed by 
it, and nothing ever changed my mother. You couldn’t 
change her! Why should I think? Why should I be 
afraid? My body is filled with love for this baby, and I 
will never be the same again. (228)

3 Accident! 



He has left, he and his friend. He is nothing to me, 
but suddenly I feel tears in my eyes. What’s wrong 
with me? I hate everything that springs upon me and 
seems to draw itself down and oppress me in a way I 
could never explain to anyone…. I am crying because 
I am pregnant, but not with that man’s child. It could 
have been his child, I could have gone with him to his 
car; but I did nothing, I ran away, I was afraid, and 
now I’m sitting here with Jess, who is picking the 
label off his beer bottle with his fingernails. I did 
nothing. I was afraid. Now he has left me here and 
what can I do? (230) 

Why did I marry Jess? 
(229) 

I left my hand fall onto my stomach to remind 
myself that I am in love: with this baby, with Jesse, 
with everything. I am in love with our house and our 
life and the future and  even this moment right 
now that I am struggling to live through. (231)

Four Summers”
3

Pretty Sissie!” my mother likes to say when we 
visit, though I told her how I hate that name. She is 
proud of me for being pretty, but thinks I’m too thin. 

You’ll fill out nice, after the baby,” she says. 
Herself, she is fat and veins have begun to darken on 
her legs; she scuffs around the house in bedroom 
slippers. Who is my mother? When I think of her I 

is there nothing there? (228)
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