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                    Scenes to Share: 3 Selected Scenes from Sometimes a Great Notion (pgs.400-500).
1.

                              (Reflections on the story of Willard and Jelly, pages 401-406)

   I also really like the story of Willard Eggleston and Jill Shelly. They are two very minor characters in Sometimes a Great Notion, but their experiences together are very interesting, and certainly add spice to the ongoing drama that has been taking place. This sidebar story, which later in the book gives us quite a wallop as to how Willard has been affected by it, is written in a very heartwarming and subtle style, punched up with a few racial overtones and some suspicions written in to the thoughts of the characters who observe this relationship. It’s a story of friendship and sharing that turns into something sexual and, very significant (for both of them). It’s an odd coupling: a young black girl working in a laundry and the middle aged and married white male boss that she works with. They get to know each other, just casually and politely, over a period of years, as they share little secrets together, passing the time working in the laundry. These secrets and treasures and clues are found in the laundry they sort through, not secrets of their own, not yet. These things they find make them laugh or surprise them as they identify and speculate about the items and evidence they find in the clothes of their customers. They spend five years working together before they start to get close to each other, and then, as Willard explains, they really only got that way because of his wife’s insistence that she knew they were doing more than folding laundry and sharing cokes. They had “never shared a single secret of their own until his wife practically insisted on it.” Eventually they are too close not to be closer, as Kesey might say, and they become romantically involved. She becomes pregnant, and despite the obvious problems that their interracial coupling may bring on, they both seem quite happy and pleased that this baby will be theirs. Jelly says she will go away for a while, but will be back with an alibi, an excuse, as to why she has a newborn baby and no husband. They are both troubled by their split, but the both seem to still have great feelings for each other, and Willard is even present just after she gives birth to his son. “That’s my boy!”, he says proudly, and then starts to send funds to Jelly regularly and visits her in Portland whenever he can. 

   No one in town catches on to what has happened, and no one would even suspect that Willard would have been involved in such a meaningful relationship with a young, skinny black girl, but this troubles him even more, and he finds it hard “to bring his mind around to admitting that the thing had ever happened, that these two most important people in his life had ever existed.” Willard grows more desperate and depressed over time, having to be where he is and being married and stuck, and, as his money is drying up, thanks to that god awful Stamper business polluting and drying out the local economy, he feels pressured that he’s not doing enough for Jelly and his son. He receives a letter from her in which she talks of possibly marrying a sailor to make their little boy’s life more secure, but Willard writes her back and pleads with her to wait a few days, that there’s “something he could do” that he’s been thinking about for some time.

   We might assume that Willard will face his wife and perhaps divorce, or we can assume he will just take off and leave his life and wife behind so that he can be with Jill. We can also believe that he will get back to her with some orderly and well-thought out plan for them to be together. There are a lot of things that we are left to think about as this relationship is forced into hiatus, but it will all come back, and it will all be revealed in about a hundred pages. It’s worth the wait, just as the story of Willard and Jill was worth the writing, because it’s a great story that Kesey unfolds for us. 
  (Ok, I give up, I’ve been writing lines, back-spacing them, and then rewriting and back-spacing them again for twenty minutes. I think I’m going to move on, as I wrote this one last (and then put it first), and I believe it gets better after (not worse).

#2             
                (Note: this scene starts on pg. 451, then continues on 463-465.)
   I reckon that if’n I had to yawdle to some friend or relation of mine about one of the memorable scenes that takes place between pages 400-500 of SGN, I would try to wax a mite about the phone conversation that takes place between Willard Eggleston and Hank Stamper. The call first appears on page 451 when Hank is boogerin’ tired from receiving calls all night. Hank had dozed off a bit, then woke up with a feeling that he had talked to someone about “something real screwy.” He’s not sure if he just dreamed it, or if it really happened, but he kind of thinks it did, although he will not know for sure until the next night. When he does remember the call, he has total recall and remembers every last daggum bit of it. 
   From page 463-465, Hank revisits with clarity the entire conversation with Willard, a man he does not very well at all. Hank is punchy, dead tired, and he takes the seemingly strange ranting taunts and comments from Willard in an almost comical way. However, Willard is dead serious about making himself dead, darn soon. He tells Hank that all of the problems that the people in town are going through are Hank’s fault, and because Willard can no longer make a decent profit from his movie theatre, he’s going to kill himself and make it look like an accident. He says that Hank shouldn’t try to stop him, and Hank is just fine with that notion, finally telling him “good luck—and goodby.” Of course, Willard is incensed because he wasn’t taken seriously and feels like a fool. However, he also thinks that maybe he was understood, but the problem is that Hank just isn’t concerned, “not even the slightest”, with what Willard was saying. So, of course Willard fumes and fuses, heads out of town, past the local suicide curve up on the coast road that he apparently had designs on floating off of, and then turns around, all fired up to go back and give Hank the what’s what and pull him off his high horse, when, as Kesey puts it, “Willard goes into a slide on the very turn he had picked weeks before, and unintentionally keeps both his appointment and his promise…”
   To my friend, I would give some description about the character of Hank Stamper, and then describe the situation at the house where Hank and his family have been receiving countless calls from his “sick” work crew calling in to say that they won’t be coming in the next day. Hank is cranky but shows his humor shows through his exasperation with things, and finally, when the calls die down, he gets this one last call that he doesn’t remember anything about for a full day. As for the call itself and Hank’s recollection, I would describe the quick, back and forth dialogue that Willard and Hank share: Willard fuming and confessing to what he’s about to do, and then Hank’s somewhat sarcastic but still cordial replies to Willard’s dilemma. Willard explains that he’s sired a boy with the young black girl that worked for him and that now he’s a proud poppa and was meeting his obligations to help Jelly Shelly raise the boy, but Hank has caused him to have less and less money to send. He wants Hank to know that Hank is doubly guilty for first causing Willard’s money woes, and second that now, because of this, Willard explains that he is “dying for his son.” 

   I think it could be said that the conversation is the most serious one that Willard has ever had with anyone, and yet, it falls on mostly deaf and sleepy ears. Hank just don’t understand what Willards a-gettin’ at, or what or why he’s sharing all this with him, so he that’s just the way he handles the whole conversation.
3.  

     (This incredible scene takes place on pages 500-501: the forest fights back: stamps the Stampers)

   My friend, my friend, you must simply start a-gettin’ into this Kesey book, “Sometimes a Great Notion.” Yes, you must. Let me tell ya, you’re gonna find some of the most novel of novel writing you ever plum heard. Like, fer instance, way back deep in the book, on pages 500-501, is the craziest, longest, and strangest sentence-like things (?) and description of events that you will likely ever hop upon. Darn tootin’, I kid you not. This author, Kesey is describing a lumber accident that takes place when many of the main characters are out cutting down some trees near a riverbank. You can’t help but feel, while you’re reading this, that this is the way it would really be. Your thoughts are dashing all over the place, the ground and the air are quaking and screaming, and the mighty tree giants just do what they wish and rebel against the loggers. There’s branches and limbs (of all kinds) flying and being squashed, as the work crew tries to take cover and deal with nature showing its full resistance. A Mighty tree is splintered, tossing men and machines about as it thunders down the hill like a runaway train, tumbling and crashing and nearly walking upright “like the bastard is trying to stand up again and find its stump!” 

   Two of the crew, old man Henry and his nephew Joe Ben are in peril, impaled practically even, and the way this is described is through one, long, continuous, stream-of-consciousness-like and crazy-ass kind of experiment in artistic license that goes on for nearly two pages. Kesey has no use for the conventions of traditional description, especially here, but it sure feels dangerous and it sure feels the way I think that I would feel if I was out there smack dab in the middle of such an onslaught of mother nature’s fury and indifference to man. And then, after all the blood spilling and bone cracking and saws gone a-flyin’, after all this long, scary and tremendously effective descriptive language, Kesey takes you down to where this sentence, this nightmare must end: he ends it all at the stop sign period, with the word “stopping.”  Now, ain’t that a-something. You’ve really got to go check it out my friend. 
                                             This is page four

                                             I coulda wrote more

                                                Welcome to page five,

                                                           Aren’t

                                                             you

                                                            kinda 

                                                             glad

                                                             that

                                                            there’s 

                                                              only 

                                                            fifteen
                                                             words

                                                               on

                                                                it ?

                                                 Though I like the number 7

                                                          I will stop here

                        ‘cuz there’s been enuff trees and cotton been wasted already
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