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About the Book

Even though Sewing Annie Coats and her son, Gabriel, have managed to buy their freedom, their lives are till marked
by constant struggle and sacrifice. Washington's Georgetown neighborhood, where the Coatses operate a tailor's shop
and laundry, is supposed to be a "promised land" for former slaves but is effectively a frontier town, gritty and

dangerous, with no laws protecting black people.

The remarkable emotional energy with which the Coatses wage their daily battles --- as they negotiate with their former
owner, as they assist escaped slaves en route to freedom, as they prepare for the encroaching war, and as they strive to
love each other enough --- iswhat propels Stand the Stor m and makes the novel's tragic denouement so devastating.

Discussion Guide

1. What surprised you most about the novel ?s depiction of slave life in the mid-nineteenth century? Discuss some of the

ways in which the lives of urban slaves differed from the lives of plantation-based slaves.

2. Is Sewing Annie Coats a good mother? |s she a good mother to Gabriel? to Ellen? If in your view Annie favors one
child over the other, do you think she?s justified in doing so?

3. What special steps did Abraham Pearl take to insure that only Gabriel would read the part of his letter in which he
reveaed the existence of the chest filled with gold buttons? Do you think Pearl actually forgot to take the chest or did he
deliberately leave it behind?

4. Stand the Storm is unsparing in its portrayal of the dangers faced by anyone who participated in the Underground
Railroad. Discuss the particular case of Emily and Matthew Chester (pages 68773). Was their murder necessary?
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5. When Gabriel suffers a humiliating assault by Master Jonathan Ridley (page 108), he manages to resist fighting back.
I's Gabriel ?s response appropriate? Put yourself in his shoes; how would you have reacted? What might the consequences
have been for Gabridl if he had responded differently?

6. Discuss the character Katharine Logan. When she first appears in the novel (page 89), she is an indentured servant on
the Warren plantation. She is nominally a free white woman when, years later, she visits the Ridley tailoring shop in
Georgetown (page 178) and attempts to reclaim the daughter she gave up at birth. Is Katharine?s life any less
circumscribed than the Coatses? lives? What opportunities does she enjoy in Civil War?era America that the Coatses do

not?

7. What is the Reverend William Higgins?s secret? Was it by sheer luck that his life took the path it did? Do you think
Reverend Higgins feels a special obligation to help the Blacks of Georgetown? Did his experiences in childhood make
him a better clergyman than he might otherwise have been?

8. Discuss the significance of the wedding gift bestowed on Gabriel and Mary by Aaron Ridley and his mother (page
155). Why does this gift bring Sewing Annie to tears?

9. Why does Sewing Annie reject Daniel Joshua?s overtures (page 169)? Why will she not allow herself to become
romantically involved with him?

10. Mary and Sewing Annie hold opposing views on whether to join one of Georgetown?s laundry syndicates. What
benefits did these syndicates provide their members? Whose side would you have taken? Would you have argued against
or in favor of joining a syndicate?

11. How did Ellen end up in the Blue Jug? Does it seem credible to you that an unprovoked incident seemingly so minor
could have such dire repercussions?

12. In what ways are Jonathan and Mary Ridley typical slave owners? Do they exhibit any attitudes and behaviors that
set them apart from other nineteenth-century slave ownersin fiction or in the historical record?

13. In Chapter 14 we see Gabriel make a valiant effort to rescue other Blacks fleeing slavery: he ferries across the
Potomac, at great personal risk and in hazardous conditions, a family who are strangers to him. Yet Gabriel seems
willing to alow Delia, the girl his sister claims is her daughter, to be turned back over to Master Ridley and enslaved
(page 209). How can Gabriel reconcile his actions in these two circumstances?

14. Identify a moment in Stand the Storm when one of the novel?s principal characters?Sewing Annie, Gabriel, Ellen,
or Mary?feels unmitigated joy. How common was the experience of joy in these characters? lives?

15. Discuss the ways in which the war changed Gabriel. How did it change the other members of the Coates family?
Compare the Coatses? experience with the experience of American families touched by war today.



16. ?Annie surprised herself with longing for Ridley Plantation? (page 193). How, after buying her freedom, can Sewing
Annie look back at plantation life?with its abundant rigors and indignitieswith any fondness at all? What about Ridley
Plantation do you think she misses?

17. Several months before President Lincoln issued his Emancipation Proclamation, the U.S. government freed the
daves residing in the nation?s capital. How were the Coatses, who at the time were living in Georgetown as free persons,
endangered by Congress?s decree (page 197)? Which members of the Coats family were put most at risk? How were
they saved?

18. Were you surprised by the turn of events at the end of Chapter 33? Even if such unforeseen tragedy is true to life,
doesit have a proper place in fiction?

19. Discuss the significance of the rain barrels that Sewing Annie installs in the yard behind the shop and uses to collect
water for laundering (page 39). What happens to the rain barrels at the end of the novel?

20. Does davery still exist in our 21st-century world? If so, where? how? and what could or should be done to eradicate
it?

Author Bio

Breena Clarke's debut novel, River, Cross My Heart, was an October 1999 Oprah Book Club selection. Ms. Clarke, a
native of Washington, D.C., is the recipient of the 1999 award for fiction by the New Atlantic Independent Booksellers
Association and the Alex Award, given by the Young Adult Library Services Association. Her latest novel, ANGELS
MAKE THEIR HOPE HERE, will bereleased in July 2014.

Breena, who has survived the death of her only child, writes with depth and clarity about grief. Her work is marked by
compassion and magnificent use of language. Fascinated by the vast array of small and insignificant objects that contain
finely detailed denigrating images of African-Americans, Breenais a passionate collector of Black Memorabilia

A graduate of Howard University, Breena Clarke is co-author with Glenda Dickerson of Remembering Aunt Jemima: A
Menstrual Show, which is anthologized in Contemporary Plays by Women of Color and Colored Contradictions, An
Anthology of Contemporary African-American Plays. Her short fiction isincluded in Black Sk, A Collection of African
American Erotica, and Street Lights. Illuminating Tales of the Urban Black Experience. Her recollections of

Washington, D.C. are included in Growing Up In Washington, D.C., An Oral History, published by The Historical

Society of Washington, D.C.

Breena credits having learned to swim eight years ago with changing her life. After completing a course of classes at
New York's Asphalt Green Aqua Center, she has become a member of an aqua aerobics class, swims three times a week
and practices Qi Gong.



Critical Praise

"After her Oprah-pick debut (River, Cross My Heart, 1999), an African-American novelist delivers a compassionate
portrait of the terrors and hopes of slaves. With its slightly clipped period language, coolly measured tone and rich
supply of telling detail, Breena Clarke?s second novel delves into a compelling social panorama of black servitude in
Washington, D.C., as the Civil War begins. The story winds through the war (with Gabriel Coats fighting alongside the
colored troops) to reach a sober conclusion that nevertheless heralds change. Clarke?s sensitivity and her lyrical, earthy
narration bring a freshness to the somber subject matter."
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