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Summary


Where the Heart Is, by Billie Letts, is a novel about Novalee Nation, a seventeen-year-old girl who is seven months pregnant when her boyfriend Willy Jack dumps her in the parking lot of an Oklahoma Wal-Mart.  


They are moving from Tennessee to California and they stop on the way when she needs to use the restroom and get some new shoes because hers fall out of the car through a hole in the floorboard.  While she is inside, Willy Jack leaves her.  She knows something is wrong when the clerk gives her $7.77 in change, because 7 is her unlucky number.  She wanders the parking lot and the store for the rest of the day, making friends with three people: Moses Whitecotton, a local photographer, Benny Goodluck, the young Native American son of a nursery owner who gives her a baby buckeye tree, and Sister Husband, who runs the town Welcome Wagon. 


Novalee spends the next two months living at Wal-Mart.  She sneaks in just before closing and sleeps in the camping goods section, and sneaks into the bathroom to hide from the staff in the morning until she can leave.  During this time, she also befriends the local librarian, Forney, who falls deeply in love with her but never admits it, not even after he delivers her baby at the store.


Over the next few years, Novalee grows to love Sequoyah, Oklahoma, and adopts it as her home, and the people she meets become her family.  Her daughter, Americus, thrives with all the people around who love her, and Willy Jack becomes a long-forgotten memory.  Her closest friend, Lexie, knows her better than she knows herself, and is the only person who realizes that Novalee is in love with Forney.  Novalee eventually admits to herself that she loves Forney just as he loves her, and only tells him when she is afraid that she will lose him forever.  This book is about the bonds that people develop between each other that can be stronger than family, and how they must be protected and treasured.

Review #1

Oprah Book Club® Selection, December 1998: 

Where the Heart Is oddly mixes heart-warming vignettes and surprising, brutal violence. Novalee's story is juxtaposed with occasional chapters chronicling Willy Jack's downward spiral into prison, disappointment, and degradation. And even in Sequoyah, sudden storms, domestic violence, kidnapping, and deadly fires punctuate Novalee's progress from homeless, unwed teen mom to successful, happy member of the community. This is not a subtle book; there's never any doubt that our heroine will make a home for herself and her baby or that Willy Jack will get what he deserves for abandoning them. Still, Billie Letts has created several memorable characters, and there's always room for another novel that celebrates the life-affirming qualities of reading, the importance of education, and the power of love to change lives. --Alix Wilber

http://www.amazon.com/Where-Heart-Oprahs-Book-Club/dp/0446672211/ref=pd_bbs_sr_2?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1221535597&sr=8-2

I agree with this review in that Novalee’s life becomes healthier and more positive in the same pace that Willy Jack’s becomes more hopeless and damaged.  The characters are funny and interesting, and the reader sees them grow through the novel alongside Novalee and Americus.  The moments of violence and loss make the situation much more real, because if everything went right all the time, it would be a fairy tale.  The review is also right in saying that the reader never doubts that Novalee will succeed in life.  Her character is strong and more intelligent than she gives herself credit for.  

Review #2

From Booklist:

The tribulations of 17-year-old Novalee Nation, daughter of the Tennessee trailer parks, make up a surprisingly long, none-too-subtle tale. The story opens with pregnant Novalee, abandoned by boyfriend Willie Jack Pickens, living in a small, dusty Oklahoma town's Wal-Mart. After she is discovered writhing in labor and rushed to the hospital, Sam Walton (Wal-Mart's late, billionaire owner) offers her a job. Conveniently, her housing dilemma is solved, too, when she moves in with the local eccentric with a heart-of-gold. The rest of the book (300-plus pages) follows the next five years in the lives of Novalee and her daughter. We meet more idiosyncratic yet lovable characters and learn the fate of Willie Jack. Although the book's emotional manipulation may be distasteful to some, others may find its soap-opera plot and Forrest Gump-ish optimism appealing.

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/product-description/0446672211/ref=dp_proddesc_0?ie=UTF8&n=283155&s=books

I do not agree with this reviewer’s statement that the novel is overly simplistic and “Forrest Gump-ish.”  There is a lot of hope in the novel when the reader sees how Novalee is able to overcome the challenges that come her way.  Yes, things work out well for her, and she does get assistance with work and housing, but she also does a lot for herself and others in the community.  She works hard for the things she has, and that makes the character and the book both very enjoyable.

My Review


This is a well-constructed novel about hope, hard work, friendship, family, but most of all, home.  The phrase, “Home is where the heart is,” truly comes to life in this novel.  In the beginning, Novalee has a picture of “home” as porches and gold picture frames and pretty blue curtains.  Her first home in Sequoyah is Sister Husband’s trailer…not exactly what she had pictured, but she finds more love and acceptance there than in the biggest mansion.  


Throughout the novel, we see Novalee grow from a typical teenage girl (who happens to be pregnant) into a strong and resourceful young woman.  She is able to do this not only through her own inherent strength, but also through the help from a network of close friends that do become her family.  Lexie encourages her to go to school, Forney encourages her to rediscover her love of reading, Moses inspires her to become a photographer, Sister teaches her the meaning of generosity, and Americus, her daughter, is her inspiration to appreciate the surprises that life inevitably throws her way.  


Letts’ use of setting brings Novalee’s story to life for the reader.  Everyone, everywhere, has been inside of a Wal-Mart, or at least somewhere similar, and it is easy to imagine the people Novalee meets all going there for one reason or another.  It is a logical place for characters to encounter each other.  Another use of setting is in the contrast between Forney’s Victorian mansion (which is also home to the town library) and Sister’s trailer, which underscores Novalee’s fears that she belongs in the part of town that’s “the color of cold gravy and has houses on wheels” and not in a nicer home.  Even the home that Novalee does eventually own is significant because is was done through Sister’s generosity and everyone she cared about helped her build it.


Sister says to Novalee that “home is where your history begins” and that becomes true to Novalee as the novel progresses.  Sequoyah was not her original intended destination, and Sister’s trailer was not her ideal home, but it was the place where she brought her daughter home from the hospital, became part of a community, experienced fear, love, loss, joy, and pain, and for Novalee, this is where her history truly began.  It was the first place where her life had meaning.  Novalee’s story inspires anyone to look at home as more than just geography, and to seek out a place that becomes a part of them.
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