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About the Book

In spare, elegant stories reminiscent of the writings of Harlem Renaissance writer Dorothy West, Anika Nailah
illuminates the emotional, spiritual, and social redlities that shape-and sometimes destroy-the lives and dreams of

ordinary African Americans.

The stories in Free offer a moving, strikingly original perspective on how cultural experiences and social assumptions
impact our lives. "Trudy" depicts a battle of wills between a black salesclerk and a white customer, shining a harsh light
on the bigotry of the 1950s. In "My Side of the Story," alittle boy struggles to understand why his mother has abandoned
him despite her claims that she loves him. "All These Years' is a touching vignette about a couple married for fifty-four
years who reminisce about the attraction they felt at their very first meeting and realize that the magic till remains. In
the aptly titled "Inside Out," a man who has adopted al the trappings of the white world-the hair, the clothes, the speech,
the attitudes-finds himself still ostracized in his office and gently mocked at home by a wife who embraces her blackness

with pride.
To all of these stories, Nailah brilliantly exposes the injustices and struggles African Americans confront, the skills they

develop in order to survive, and the psychological and spiritual costs of survival.

Discussion Guide

1. What theme or themes do you think tie these stories together?
2. Which story or stories had the greatest impact on you? Why?

3. In"Trudy," we are immediately caught up in a disagreement between aretail employee and a customer. Whom do you
think Mr. Alcott believed- Trudy, the black salesclerk or the white customer? How did you come to this conclusion?
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What does the way Mr. Alcott chooses to handle the situation reveal about his character? What does the handling of the
situation by Trudy reveal about her? What about the white customer? Discuss how the story might change if told by a
different character, for example, the white customer? Or, if it were told today and not 1954?

4. In the first story in "Four," Gumbo is running away from something named madness. What is the madness that Gumbo
is running away from? What does the madness represent for Gumbo's sister Marion, their father, and grandfather? What
does weight represent for Marion? What meaning does it have for Maureen? Is Gumbo able to come to terms with
madness by the fifth story, "August Dance"?

5. The senses play a big part in the second story in "Four." What does music, Jimmy's hair, and barbershop smells
represent in "Jimmy?"'

6. All five stories take place in Murrayville and we see music as a theme by the fina story in the set, "August Dance."
Why do you think the author chose to tie the stories together? What role does music play in each of these stories?

7. In "My Side of the Story," Eddie uses the word "ugly" severa times to describe things around him (*Miss Zimmerman

was the ugliest white woman | had ever seen,
houses.") Why is everything ugly to Eddie? Eddie's father, William, seems devastated that his wife has left. Why is
Eddie's grandmother so happy? What is the symbolism in Eddie's allowing Malcolm's leash to fall into the lake?

[the new housg] is uglier than Miss Zimmerman." "?pass the ugly

8. Several characters in the book are children trying to cope with the mysteries of adult behavior, people who have
allowed society to define who they are, and others who are trying to live with the difficult choices they have made. In
particular, one thread seems to focus on women and issues of abandonment. What is the significance of the women in
some of the stories leaving their marriages and families after so many years [twenty years in "My Side of the Story,"
thirty years in "Fre€"]? Concerning the difficult choices we have to make in order to survive in American society, is it
necessary to lose one's persona language in order to be accepted in society like the two Williams of "My Side of the
Story" p.38 and "Inside Out" p. 161?

9. In"The Ride," did Andrew, the cab driver, purposely stop the car in that area of Boston? Why did Andrew fedl free to
talk to Frank, a customer, the way he did versus how Trudy handled her customer in " Trudy"?

10. Religion and vivid colors stand out when contrasted with the drab setting in "Sunday Visit." What does religion and
colors represent? In court, the prosecutors used the fact that Freeda was a drug user to convict her of Nathaniel's death.
Do you believe Freeda when she says she was not taking drugs when her son died?

11. Do you think Hoffman was telling the truth when he told Matt that Tanya was not good for him in “The Bucket"? Do
you think Matt will continue to see Tanya? Would you jeopardize your future for someone you love?

12. Discuss the quote from Dostoevski's The Brothers Karamazov ["Within beauty both shores meet and all
contradictions exist side by side?God and the Devil are fighting there,?'] used in "Deena." When Deena looks into the
mirror, she sees herself differently than how others see her. How does Deena feel about beauty? How does the author
convey the importance we place on beauty through Deena? What does Deena imagine people will see if she goes
outside? Who is the man who calls her and what type of relationship do they have?



13. There is something reminiscent that follows William in "In and Out." He seems familiar. Who do you think he is?
Why does the only other black man in the office avoid William? How is Boston different from Mobile, William's
hometown, and how does it reflect the lives of its citizens? How does Maybelle know what William "saw" in the mirror?

14. In the story "Free" what can you deduce about the woman Paula's mother was before she left her husband, and the
person she appeared to be in the latter part of her life? Why was Paula the only one that could sense her mother? Who is
free, Paula or her mother? Why?
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Critical Praise

"Brilliant. The language is soothing yet biting and you are constantly challenged by unique metaphors and fresh
perspectives. Free is astunning debut. "
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