About the Book

When her father ismurdered and her mother succumbsto yellow fever, fourteen-year-
old StellaReid findsherself orphaned—and her beloved homein jeopardy. Because of
her age and her gender, Sellahasno claimto her family’s plantation. Shemight havea
chanceif only her father, and his progressiveideas about davery, hadn’t alienated the
Reidsfromtheir neighbors. Now the bank hasrepossessed Oak Grove. Eventhough
Stellaand thefolkswho work the plantation havefew rightsin the antebellum South,
Stdlafightsagainst incredible oddsin order to preservetheonly homeshe' sever
known.

Pre-Reading

Read theletter from the author at the beginning of the book. Then discusstheideaof
aternative history. What American or worl dwide eventsfrom history would you most
liketo change? What would the domino effect of that decision be? Why do you think
theauthor choseto writethisstory with an alternative historical approach? Predict what
you think will bemostimportant about using thisliterary device.

Discussion Guide

1. After reading thefirst chapter, fill out thefollowing graphic organizer:

Main Character Conflict Setting Prediction

2. Explanwhy Sela supbringing isextraordinarily different from that of most
daughtersfromthat time period and location. Why isshe peculiar to the point
that some peopleeven call her “touched?’” How doesit add to her conflictswith
thosearound her?

. Doyouthink Hattie' sproblemiseven worsethan Stella s?Why or why not?
What about Miss Ros €? What memorieshaunt her? Whose shoeswould you
least liketo beinside? Why?

. What promise had Stella sfather madeto thefolkswho worked at Oak Grove?

Why couldn’t hekeep that promise?lsit better to break apromise or never to
have made oneinthefirst place?
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5. What plan do the people of Oak Grove maketo stay ontheland?How is
cooperationimperativefor thisto work?What could go wrong with theplan? How
does Stellaplan to keep her home?What would you do to keep yours?

6. How isthemoney Stellafinds*blood money?’ Doyouthink thereisever a
circumstance where blood money should be used?What would you doif you found
yourself in possession of something that had been gotten through the suffering of
others?What would you do?

7. What happened to Mr. Reid and Mr. Beeman?Werethey targeted? Why? Do
peoplestill act out in violence against those with whom they disagree?

8. Mr. Vinson suspectsthat Stellamight try to outbid thefolksonthefallow land. Why
doeshehavenotrustin Stella? How istrust developed?How isit fixed when
damaged?Haveyou ever had to rebuild trust?

9. Richardsonisaformidableantagonist and adversary to Stella. What hashedoneto
hold Stellaand thefolks of Oak Grove down?How did things sour between the
Reidsand the Richardsons? What events can be traced back to Richardson? Why
was Stella sfamily targeted?

10. Stellaisstumped on the combination to daddy’ssafe. Issheever ableto find out
what'sinside? Doesit solve her problems?What numberswould beimportant to
youor your family?

11. How doescousin Mertlecometo aid Stella? Why does she chooseto get
involved?Whowould youturntoif you needed hel p? Can youimagine Stellaliving
insdeMissMertle sworld or not?Why?

12. Stellalistensto the voice of God to lead her actionsas she praysfor advice. How
does sheshow her faith? What solace doesit bring her?

13. Why isStella’s plan to use aYankee such abold move against the community?
Why are Yankees so hated in the south? How does Mr. Dooley aide Stella? What
doesheexpect inreturn? Do the people of Oak Grovefair well inthe auction or
not?

14. “I’ ve alwaysbeen oneto follow my own path—cutting through thewoodswhile
most peopletaketheroad, using an open window rather than adoor, sittingona
roof 'stead of aporch. ...1 followed my mind.” (p. 13) Doyou, like Stella, care
littlefor what othersthink you should do or do you feel bound by expectations? Do
you think Stella’ swayshinder or hel p her reach her goals?




15. How do the day-to-day operationsat Oak Grovework?How isit not what Mr.
Dooley expected? Contrast it to theway most plantationsinthe Deltawererun
duringthisperiod. Intheend what happensto Oak Grove?

16. Why doyou think the author decided to writethisnovel with an aternative
history approach? For adefinition of "alternative history" seetheauthor'snoteat the
opening of thenovel. How doesit lend itself to new perspectiveson thetime
period?What setting would you choosefor an dternative history story that you
might write?Why?

17. What weapon does Richardson use against Oak Grove and thefolksonit? What
techniquesdo they haveto fight againgt firein thistime? Besidesfire, what other
formsof intimidation do they use?Would you be scared enoughtofal inlinegiven
similar circumstances? What arethelong-term effectsfor both land and peopl €?

18. MissRosielost all three of her sons--not to death, but davery. How doesthis
haunt her?In theend isshe ableto reconnect with any of them?How difficult
wouldit befor former davesto find each other? Without literacy how could people
reconnect?

19. How are mattersof ownership of Oak Grovefinaly figured out?What happensto
Mr. Dooley?Why hasMr. Dooley felt likeafailure despite hisweathand
opportunities? How isHattie' scontract finally resolved? How wereAfrican
American people often controlled despite theend of davery?

20. LaFaye' slanguageisbothrichandlyrical, “ Day hadn’t even shaken the night out of
hiscoat” (p. 20) aswell ascolloquial, “ That man had him more secretsthan afamily
of fivedaughters.” (p. 191) Find your favorite examples of both and discusswhat
thelanguage contributesto story.

It's Your Turn to Ask Questions

What question would you ask Stella, if you could?
What would Sella Say in Response?
What question would you ask the author if you could?

Go ahead and ask --email A. LaFaye at alafayebooks@aol.com
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Classroom Projects

History:

Research the sharecropping system of the post-Civil War erainAmerica. How did
the economic systemwork? For moreon sharecropping visit:

http:/Amwww.di gital history.uh.edw/reconstructi on/section3/section3_intro.html
Sharewhat you'velearned inthemode of your choiceusing a(n) written, illustrated,
audio, or visua presentation.

Math:

Thefolkson Oak Grovewould only be paid $2.50 aweek by thetimethe upkeep
of the cabinsand thefeesfor ateacher were deducted from their pay. Research the
cost of typical goods and servicesof that time period and create abudget based on
thiswage. How could people survive?

Oak Grove (1700 acresand all buildingsp. 125-126) sold for awhopping
$56,000just after the Civil War. How much would aproperty likethiscost today? Create
achart that showstheinflation of real estateinthe United Statesinthelast 100 years.

Reading:

Asyou read Sella Sands Alone, write aprediction at the end of each chapter about what
you think will happen next. Be sureto use cluesfrom the story and what you know about
novelato makeyour predictionslogical. If your predictionsdon't cometrue, ook at how
the author advanced the story by using the element of surpriseto develop character,
suspense, or suplots

Writing:
One of the best waysto become abetter writer isby studying thewriting of published
authors. Find something inthisnove that you thought waswell written. Wasit the
descriptions? Thedialogue? The character development? Choose one element of writing
(i.e. character or voice) and makealist of what thisauthor doeswell to create that element.
Providean exampleof each. Likethis:.
Details: 1.Unique  "pop avocal chord like afiddlestring"( p. 3)
2. Concrete “felt hog-tied and ready to be thrown in a pot for boiling” (p. 32)
3. Sensory "on my knees like a dog, panting between coughs, begging for air" (p. 198)
Andsoon...

Usethat list to create e ements of your own.

Writeashort story whichisbased on an dternative historical event. Play master to the past!
Then, asaclass, discusswhich story would have the most repercussionsto modern society.
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Web Resources for Further Study

http:/Aww.digital history.uh.eduw/recongtruction/index.html
http://mww.besthistorysites.net/USHistory  SouthSlavery.shtml
http:/Mmww.hist.unt.edu/web_resources mil/pre_civil_war.htm

http:/Amww.libraries.rutgers.edu/rul/rr_gateway/research_guideshistory/civwar.shtml

Can You Keep a Promise?

In Sella Sands Alone, Stellastrugglesto keep her father's promiseto turn Oak Grove
into acooperative plantation and will bequeath part of theland to each of the people
who had been endaved by the Reid family. Keeping thispromisedid onesmall thingto
improvetheworld Stellalivedin.

What promise can you make to improve your world?

For moreinformation on how to makeadifferencein your community visit:

http://mww.kidscanmakeaedifference.org/
http://Mmww.tolerance.org/index.jsp
http://mww.ndexchange.org
http://mww.learnandserve.org

Also check out: The Complete Guide to Service Learning by Cathy Kaye

About the Author

A. LaFaye'sfirst nameisAlexandria. When she started school, shewasabit like Stella
and did things her own way--not to be contrary, but to be herself. Her unusual ways
madeit tough to makefriends, so Alexandriawanted to learn to do something that
would make other peoplewant to be her friend. Shechosewriting. Shestarting
writing when shewaseight yearsold and wrote her first novel in sixth grade. And before
you say, "l can't dothat!" you should know that Alexandriahasdydexia, whichisa
learning disability that makesit realy hardtolearnto read and write. If shecandoit, so
canyoul!

So go out there and make your own dreams come true!



