
Wench
by Dolen Perkins-Valdez

About the Book

Wench by Dolen Perkins-Valdez is startling and original fiction that raises provocative questions of power and freedom, 

love and dependence. An enchanting and unforgettable novel based on little-known fact, Wench combines the narrative 

allure of CANE RIVER by Lalita Tademy and the moral complexities of Edward P. Jones?s THE KNOWN WORLD as 

it tells the story of four black enslaved women in the years preceding the Civil War. A stunning debut novel, WENCH 

marks author Perkins-Valdez --- previously a finalist for the 2009 Robert Olen Butler Short Fiction Prize --- as a writer 

destined for greatness.

Discussion Guide

1. Lizzie is a house slave. How does this position differ from working in the fields? How does this status affect her day-

to-day existence? What impact does it have for her children?

2. Unlike many slaves, Lizzie learned to read. Why did Drayle teach her? What does this ability offer her? Does her 

ability influence the other slaves she lived with?

3. When Mawu asks Lizzie about Drayle, Lizzie hears the question, "Is he good to you?" Later she comes to understand 

that Mawu wanted to know, "Is he God to you?" How would you answer both questions? How do these questions relate 

to one another in the context of Lizzie's life?

4. Lizzie claims that she loves Drayle. Does she? Does he love her? How would you describe their bond? Can love truly 

exist when there is such an imbalance of power between two people? What about Drayle and his wife, Fran? Talk about 

their marriage and compare it to the relationship between Lizzie and Drayle.

5. How would you describe Drayle? What kind of a slave owner is he? What does Lizzie mean to Drayle? How does he 
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treat her? How does he treat their children? Lizzie begs Drayle to free their son and daughter. Why won't he?

6. Describe the relationship between Drayle's wife, Fran, and Lizzie. How do the women view each other? How are their 

positions similar?

7. When Drayle receives an offer to sell Phillip he refuses. Why? What eventually makes him change his mind? What 

does Lizzie think about Phillip's chance at freedom? Why does she refuse to help him when she is first asked --- and 

what changes her mind?

8. Compare and contrast the four women at the heart of the novel: Lizzie, Mawu, Sweet, and Reenie. Though they are all 

slaves, are their experiences the same? What accounts for any differences?

9. How did Lizzie feel about going to Tawawa? What did the resort offer her that her life in Tennessee did not? How do 

her experiences at the resort change her over the course of the summers she is there?

10. What was Lizzie's opinion of Mawu when she first met her? Describe the arc of their relationship. What events 

changed they way they saw each other?

11. Describe the women's white masters. What are their relationships like with their slaves? Do these relationships offer 

any benefits to the women? Are these women entirely powerless? If not, what power do they have?

12. Why does Lizzie tell Drayle about Mawu's plan to escape? Is she surprised by Mawu's punishment? Why doesn't 

Mawu hate Lizzie for what she did? When Mawu finally escapes, she stays behind, waiting for Lizzie? Why does she 

risk herself for Lizzie? What do they all see in Lizzie --- why is she special?

13. Tawawa was very near to where free colored folk also vacationed, a place called Lewis House. What do the slaves 

think of Lewis House? Why didn't more slaves try to escape when freedom was so near? Why do you think the Northern 

whites who also summered at Tawawa didn't help them find freedom?

14. What role does the white woman, Glory, play in the novel? When they first meet her, they are startled by her 

behavior. "These slaves had been around Northern whites long enough to recognize one who didn't understand the 

rules." Why doesn't Glory seem to "understand the rules?" How does meeting her influence the slaves, especially Lizzie?

15. Many events happen during Lizzie's visits to Ohio, from the discovery of the abolitionist pamphlet to the trip to 

Dayton to meeting Glory and Phillip's fiancé. Talk about the significance of each and explain how they shaped Lizzie's 

outlook about her life and herself. How does she change by the novel's end? What about the other characters?

16. What does freedom mean to you? What does it mean to Lizzie and the other slaves?

17. Lizzie lived a life defined by indignity and degradation. How did she cope and overcome her pain?

18. After Sweet learns that all of her children have died from cholera, she tells her friends that she wants to die. Is death 

better than a life in chains?



19. Discuss the evils of slavery. How does it degrade the soul of both the enslaved and their masters?

20. Unlike the characters in the story, you, the reader, know that the Civil War will occur in less than a decade. How 

does the knowledge shape your experience reading the story? Does it give you hope for Lizzie and her children?

21. What did you learn from reading Wench? What affected you most about the story?

Author Bio

Dolen Perkins-Valdez is the New York Times bestselling author of WENCH, BALM and TAKE MY HAND. She was a 

finalist for two NAACP Image Awards and the Hurston/Wright Legacy Award for fiction, and she was awarded the First 

Novelist Award by the Black Caucus of the American Library Association. She lives in Washington, DC with her family.

Critical Praise

"Perkins-Valdez memorably portrays how the entwined destinies of chattel and master, increasingly related by blood, 

passion and hatred, prefigure the looming national conflict. This is an almost forgotten, but important, chapter in 

American history --- recorded as fiction but nonetheless full of hard facts."
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