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New Books for New Readers

Discussion Questions

Heartwood
by Nicky Finney
1.
How are Jenny Bryan and Trina Sims alike?

2.
How are Jenny and Trina different?

3.
Is this story told from Jenny’s or Trina’s point-of-view? Why?

4.
Why was Luke town USA important to Trina?   (p. 10)

5.
Why did Trina want to leave her job at Moore Farm?   (p. 2)

6.
Who was “The Queen”?   (pp. 16, 17)

7.
What is Stone Creek?   (pp. 18-19)

8.
Describe Queen Ida’s “Hair-Doing House of Wares”.   (p. 22)

9.
Who was Arizona Scott? What did she do?   (pp. 24-25)

10.
Who was Mae Bennett? How was she different from Arizona Scott?   (p. 26)

11.
Why was Mae Bennett bitter?   (p. 36)

12.
Describe the Church of the Holy Whiteness.   (p. 44)

13.
Why did Stone Creek have only a white population?    (pp 45-46)

14.
Who was Buck Jones?   (p. 50)

15.
What was the issue of the Wednesday meeting at the church?   (p. 48)

16.
How was Billy Joe Bryan related to Jenny Bryan?   (p. 56)

17.
What did Buck Jones put in the baptizing pool?    (p. 60)

18.
Why did Jenny need a job?   (p. 68)

19.
Do you think Jenny will return to Moore Farm? Why?

20.
Who do you think was the stronger of the two women: Jenny or Trina? Why? 

(For the following questions, it has been suggested that, in a panel discussion, readers spend a minute or two free writing about each question before sharing their answers.)

21.
Does each story stand solidly as an independent story?  How does Finny connect them?  What seems to be the overall theme of the book?

22.
Trina and Jenny meet as a crossroads in each of their lives.  Describe each of their respective situations. 

23.
What was your first impression of Jenny?  Of Trina?

24.
How will Jenny feel about the next black person she meets?  How will Trina greet the next white person she meets?

25.
How does Jenny change from the beginning of the book until the end?  How do you know?

26.
What things do the women have in common, and how are they different? 

27.
Compare Queenie’s salon with the one you frequent.  Why does she say that she doesn’t expand her shop?  Do you think this reason makes sound business sense?

28.
What changes will these young women affect in their respective communities?

29.
Mae Bennett and Buck Jones seem to symbolize the extreme points of view in their communities.  Compare the attitudes of these two characters toward people of other races.

30.
Do you think the author's intention is to show a balanced picture of racial tension?  Do you detect any bias in the author's attitude toward either the black or the white characters?  If so, where is this most evident?

31.
How are these townspeople typical of people you know? 

32.
What is the significance of the title?  

33.
What is significant about the names Finny chooses for her different communities? For the different churches?

34.
How does Stone Creek compare to your hometown?  Do you think that this level of racial tension exists today? If so, can you site examples? 

35.
The preface states, “the ideas and sounds come from what I have seen and heard while I have lived here [in KY]. My desire… [is] that these characters…might make you take on something controversial in your own life.” Discuss how the book accomplished or failed to accomplish the author's goal.  List some ways in which you or your community might address some controversial issues (racial tension, economic inequality, family planning, etc.)

36.
Compare these stories to other contemporary stories of race relations in literature, print or film.

37.
Note the use of the motif of eyes and sunglasses in the stories.  Why do you think Finny does this?  What do these symbolize?

38.
Who emerges as the stronger woman in the end? Why do you think this is true? Will this friendship continue?  Discuss why you believe this is so.  

39.
Spend five minutes free writing about Jenny and Trina’s reunion.  Write a possible dialogue they might have when they meet again.  

40.
Discuss why you do or do not believe that this is an important book for our times.
