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			Praise for the Grandmother’s Treasures series


			“The Promise is a dual-time novel that addresses themes of human trafficking and racial prejudice, as well as healing after depression and suffering loss. Newlywed Gracie is given a cedar chest with a false bottom, holding letters from World War I, a wedding dress, and Grandma Mary’s Wedding Ring Quilt. But why would a family member object to having any of it displayed in a WWI exhibit so many decades later? A compelling mystery for Gracie to resolve.”


			~Joy Neal Kidney, author of


			the Leora’s Stories series


			“In contrasting tales of young love, a century apart, a beautiful hope chest with a secret false bottom becomes a symbol for the truths of loss, of post-partum depression, of white supremacy and women’s rights.”


			~Barbara Lounsberry, Author of:


			Virginia Woolf Diaries trilogy


			“Grandmother’s Treasures: Book Three, The Promise, takes readers on a spirited road trip with newlyweds David and Gracie as they trace the path of family history, uncovering never before known details attached to yet another family quilt. If you like dual-timeline reads with twists and turns, interesting glimpses of American history, and poignant family relationships, The Promise will leave you satisfied and smiling. Enjoy!”


			Sheri Smith Shonk, Author of


			the Houses of Hope series 


			“Dargan connects all the dots, weaving her dual timeline featuring Grace in the present and Mary in the past during WW I. [The Promise] brims with rich, well-researched history, and it’s easy to follow the changing eras, each with its daunting challenges. Midwesterners, in particular, will love the vibe and feel at home on the pages of The Promise.


			~Patti Stockdale, Author of 


			Three Little Things and His Treasured Bride


			I love the history of the honeymoon and its juxtaposition to a modern form of slavery. My grandmother was a quilter, and I’ve helped her, pieced a baby quilt of my own, and am starting another for my eldest daughter’s only daughter who is due in June. My mother was the genealogist in our family, and I’ve inherited her work, which I’ve not had time to maintain. This was a fun read for all those reasons.


			~Judith Roby, Speaker and Author


			“As with Cherie’s debut novel, this story [The Legacy] intermingles Civil War history and modern-day events, a strong combination.”


			~Gail Kittleson, author of:


			The Winds of Change


			“Cherie Dargan delivers a second charming historical cozy in Grandmother’s Treasures Book 2: The Legacy. In this dual timeline book, a bloodstained Civil War Era family quilt stirs a search for answers rooted in mystery and history. War, injustice, danger, romance, and reconciliation—How could a reader ask for more?”


			~Shelly Beach, Christy Award winning co-author of:


			Love Letters from the Edge


			“The Gift is a peek into an Iowa farm family. It pieces the present day and past into a quilt filled with details about World War 2. Through the eyes of Gracie, the main character, readers see how past trauma and life choices impact family relationships for generations to come. Those who enjoy books about family, quilting, and the 1940s will find this one to be a comfortable read.”


			~Jolene Philo, Author of:


			Does My Child Have PTSD?


			


			“I love this story! Cherie Dargan can sure paint a beautiful word picture! She spins a gorgeous adventure in the first installment of her Grandmother’s Treasures series where she treats us to an up-close look at one of her personal family stories in The Gift. I, for one, am grateful. It’s a colorful, lush and adventurous story, infused with grit, determination, and gutsy, likable characters (especially the females!). Her descriptive style had me craving corn muffins and chili as well as traveling and travailing with her on her journey of discovery. I would highly recommend this book and I can’t wait for the next in the series!”


			~Wanda Sanchez, Christy Award winning co-author of:


			Love Letters from the Edge


			“Cherie Dargan captured my imagination with the first heartwarming book in her five-part Grandmother’s Treasures series, The Gift. It was inspired by her marvelous collection of antique quilts and other heirlooms and the strong women in her family, especially her mom and aunts, who have been Dargan’s lodestars.”


			~Melody Parker, Author of 


			“Five Memorable Stories”—Waterloo Courier
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			The Promise is a work of fiction. The author has endeavored to be as accurate as possible with regard to the times in which the events of this novel is set. Still, this is a novel, and all references to persons, places, and events are fictitious or are used fictitiously.
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			To my Marshalltown ‘tribe,’ who helped us through our darkest days after my divorce—my sister Cathi and brother-in-law Bill; lifelong friend Beth and Jim; cousins Charlene, Anne, Lee, Jim, and Ed; childhood friends Deb & Gerry and Deb, Darla and Ed; friends Pam, Sam, Kevin, Glen, Michelle, and Melissa.


		




		

			


		




		

			Author’s Note


			When Gracie refers to Michael O’Connor as her 3rd great-grandfather, this is a reference to how genealogists on Ancestry.com refer to distant relatives.
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			The story so far


			“The middle west is open to the eye. There is no pretense about it.”


			~Ruth Suckow


			Welcome to Jubilee Junction, Iowa, an old railroad town near the Jubilee River founded by three big families. My name is Gracie O’Connor MacNeill. My family has published the town’s weekly paper, The Jubilee Times, since the 1850s. David and I just got married, and we’re off on our honeymoon. Later this summer, we’ll move to a farmhouse with our cat, Agatha.


			I’m named for my grandma, Grace Nelson Walters, who died two years ago, shortly after Grandpa Richard passed. When Great-Aunt Violet, grandma’s younger sister, moved to a retirement community last fall, she gave me a gift from Grandma Grace: a large wicker basket filled with a quilt, aprons, and two shoeboxes. One shoe box was full of cassette tapes with a tape recorder tucked underneath. Great-Aunt Violet and I listened to the tapes together as grandma told the story of three sisters taking the train to California to help on the home front during World War Two. Grandma Grace was the big sister, and the twins were Violet and Vera.


			Grace and Vera found jobs at an aircraft factory building bombers while Violet nursed injured sailors at the base hospital in San Diego, California. Then, something happened between the twins that shattered the family. The “California quilt,” hidden away for sixty years in my great-grandma Ginny’s bedroom, held the answer to the dispute.


			Grandma Grace revealed the secret about what Vera did to hurt her sister Violet in California and asked me to tell the rest of the family. I was nervous, but my friend David offered to be there to support me, and it helped. My family gathered, and the twin sisters reconciled. David and I grew closer, and our friendship became romantic.


			Listening to the cassette tapes inspired me to add oral history to my quilt exhibits at the museum. I recruited my friend, Tiara, who taught oral communications at my college, and her students to help. They interviewed—and recorded—women in Jubilee County who talked about the quilts and shared the stories told by their mothers and grandmothers. We used snippets of those interviews with the displays. This entire story unfolds in The Gift, Book One of Grandmother’s Treasures.


			Next, David and I investigated the origins of a red and green quilt that Grandma Molly rescued from Great-Grandma Mary’s house forty years earlier. What were its origins? David and I enlisted Carl, my boss at the museum, and Charlotte, our town librarian. As we looked at sources, we put the puzzle pieces together. My 3rd great-grandfather, Michael O’Connor, fought in the Civil War, with his best friend James, and their younger brothers. They were part of Iowa’s 24th Regiment in the Union Army.


			Using military databases, we traced the movement of the 24th Regiment. After engaging in a fierce battle near Winchester, Virginia, Michael and three other soldiers pursued a group of rebels. As they fought, the Confederate soldiers shot one of Michael’s soldiers and attacked another, injuring him. So the Union soldiers sought shelter in a barn where the owner, a young widow named Sarah, found them. She took them into her home, where she and a freed slave named Rebecca attended to the wounded men, providing them with food and water.


			Sarah had just brought home three freed slaves from a nearby plantation and planned to take them to freedom. She and Michael made a deal. The soldiers would escort her group to Baltimore in exchange for her looking after the two injured soldiers and taking them home to Iowa. Along the way, they rescued two more slaves. Sarah and those five freed slaves traveled to Jubilee Junction, Iowa, to start new lives. She married Michael, becoming my 3rd great-grandmother. And as we got our answers and set up the new quilt exhibit featuring Civil War quilts, David proposed.


			Weeks later, we got married at the courthouse with just our families, and now we’re about to drive cross-country in a Class C motorhome loaned to us by my Uncle Rich. Learning about my ancestors and the Civil War gave us a rather unusual idea for our honeymoon.


			David and I are going to retrace the route taken by my Grandfather Michael’s regiment and visit some Civil War battlefields. Then we’ll travel to Washington, D. C. and find my uncle Patrick’s name on the Vietnam memorial. We have several other stops planned for the trip home. I can’t wait to have three weeks together and the chance to explore family history with David.
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			One


			The Antique Hope Chest


			Gracie


			“The travel impulse is mental and physical curiosity. It’s a passion. And I can’t understand people who don’t want to travel.”


			~Paul Theroux


			Saturday, June 1st.


			David and I sat outside the RV, holding hands and sipping our bottles of water, as we waited for Angela’s arrival, and with it, our next quilt adventure. Hope chests are old-fashioned today, but in Grandma Mary’s time, young women made quilts and linens and stored them in a chest. I imagined opening the chest, inhaling the aroma of sweet cedar, and discovering a set of embroidered pillowcases, quilts, or tablecloths.


			Angela drove up to our campsite thirty minutes later, accompanied by her husband, Judd. I recognized her because she had her mother’s beautiful grayish-blue eyes, and short, dark hair with gray streaks. I’d just graduated from high school the last time I’d seen her. She was my mother’s age.


			Judd’s short-cut grayish brown hair suggested he might have been in the military. They introduced themselves, and when Judd asked David to help him get the hope chest out of the back of their Suburban, he spoke with a southern accent.


			When Judd opened the rear hatch, I caught a whiff of something delicious coming from inside their vehicle. Angela saw my facial expression and gestured for my help. She and I grabbed two large takeout bags from the backseat and set them on our outdoor table.


			Angela looked at her husband. “On second thought, let’s eat first.”


			He grinned and closed the hatch.


			David found the fourth folding chair.


			Angela said, “We thought you might be hungry. Judd’s brother owns a barbeque place. We called in the order as soon as I got off the phone.”


			David sniffed. “This food smells amazing. Thank you!”


			David got out four sodas, and we dug into some fabulous barbeque beef and chicken. Other containers offered tangy coleslaw and creamy potato salad. We found crusty rolls and butter pats in one small bag and chocolate brownies for dessert in the last bag. I was thankful for the extra-large takeout napkins.


			“Oh, my,” I said, “This is wonderful.”


			Judd smiled. “They make great barbeque. My baby brother was a cook in the navy. Then he met and married Isabella, a creole woman from New Orleans, and man, oh man, can his woman cook. She’s taught Jimmy a thing or two about smoking meat.”


			Judd and Angela were professors at the University of Missouri-St Louis. He taught computer forensics, and Angela taught English Literature. Judd was a military veteran who worked as a computer analyst based in London. They met when Angela won a fellowship and worked at the Globe Theatre for a year.


			Her host family introduced them when Judd attended a play and went to the reception afterward. They began talking and hit it off. After a whirlwind romance, they married. They worked for the State Department, Judd continuing his regular job and Angela teaching on bases across Europe for a decade. As we chatted, Judd told us he shared David’s enthusiasm for history, specifically Civil War history.


			“My second great-grandfather was a free Black man living in Missouri, who fought on the Union side. Wounded in battle, he escaped capture. His best friend brought him home on a horse. Then his friend returned to his unit to fight. His friend survived the war and married my great-great-grandfather’s little sister, Bess. She was the family story writer and genealogist.”


			David retrieved his notebook, and he and Judd spent a few minutes looking through our itinerary together.


			Angela looked over. “Can you put up with two weeks of this Civil War mania?”


			“I hope so—and we decided we needed three weeks. We got the idea for our honeymoon from investigating the rustic rose quilt that dated to 1860 that your Great-grandma Mary had stored up in a closet. It’s a romantic reason to borrow an RV, right?”


			Judd held up the big takeout bag. “Okay, cleanup time.”


			We piled plates back into the bag and saved the leftovers, which Angela left with us.


			Then we discussed the hope chest.


			Angela retrieved a large cardboard box from their car and explained what’d happened. David and I listened.


			“My mother gave me the hope chest ten years ago when we moved here. I remembered seeing it at Grandma Emma’s house. She told me it belonged to her mother, Mary. The lid had pretty carvings of roses and vines, and I liked to rub my little hands across the top. Grandma Emma told us the hope chest was in her mother’s bedroom, but she didn’t want to talk about it because it made her sad. Finally, an aunt told my mother we shouldn’t ask about the chest anymore, so the message got carried down to our generation, too.”


			Judd looked at David, and David shrugged. “I was waiting for a crazy aunt to show up.” Judd snorted.


			Angela regarded the men. “Hey, settle down. I’m getting to the good part. So I couldn’t figure out the big mystery until I used a rag and some wood cleaner. I cleaned the outside, the lid, and started on the interior—then, when I cleaned the bottom of the chest, the bottom wiggled. I yelled for Judd, and he came running and looked at me like I was crazy.” She glanced at her husband.


			“Yep. Certifiable. Nuts,” he said.


			Angela said, “I noticed a small piece of fabric sticking out. Judd used a kitchen knife to pry open the bottom, uncovering a hidden compartment almost the length of the chest. We found a beautiful red and white quilt, several aprons, some kitchen linens, and a small wooden box with a packet of letters and a little photo album.”


			“I called my sister Vikki because I didn’t want to do the wrong thing. I didn’t call my mother because I didn’t want her to flip out. Vikki asked me to take pictures. I emptied it and flipped it over, saw Mary’s name and a date, and took pictures. We were intrigued—there was a story here, and we’d never heard it. I emptied the contents of the false bottom into a cardboard box, and here it is.”


			“May I see the quilt?” I asked.


			She nodded. “Of course.”


			I pulled a pair of cotton gloves from my backpack and put them on, then lifted the red and white wedding ring quilt out of the box, noticing its pristine condition for being almost a hundred years old. It didn’t appear to have ever been used. The turkey red dye had faded but was still lovely. I admired the tiny stitches, thinking, She made this for the bed she planned to sleep in with her husband. Instead, she hid it away in a secret compartment. What happened?


			“This would fit a full-size bed?”


			Angela nodded.


			I folded it back up and put it back in the box, mesmerized by the mystery of a quilt hidden away and the woman who created it.


			David and Judd turned the hope chest over. On the bottom we saw the name engraved, Mary E Carlson, 1915. It was maybe five feet long and almost three feet wide. The lid was beautiful, with some fancy carvings of roses and vines.


			David took photos of the chest, its underside, and contents, knowing that Charlotte and Carl would want to see it.


			Angela said, “Gracie, I’ve been waiting ten years for the chance to learn the story about this chest—and the beautiful old quilt. Please find out why Grandma Mary hid the quilt, letters, and linens in the false bottom of a lovely old chest. Vikki told us you helped bring closure to some old secrets about a Civil War quilt belonging to our family.”


			David and I summarized what we’d learned.


			She and Judd looked thoughtful.


			


			“There are stories of light-skinned Blacks passing as white and how white slave owners treated Black women as their property. I’m a much lighter shade of reddish brown than the rest of my family, but growing up, we didn’t talk about it in my Black family. What would it be like to pass for white a hundred and fifty years ago and then marry into a white family and wonder if they would welcome you or not?” Judd shook his head.


			Angela patted his arm. “What an incredible story, Gracie. I hope you can find answers to this mystery as well.”


			David examined the chest, running his fingers over the carvings on the lid.


			Judd looked at Angela. She shrugged. “Why don’t you take the chest with you, if you have room, and I’ll get it back later?”


			David grinned. “Let’s see if it fits in the exterior storage bay. Then we can take a tour.”


			Judd fetched several bungee cords and an old blanket from his vehicle. The men secured the chest in the storage bay, wrapping it in the blanket and using bungee cords to keep the blanket in place. I grabbed the cardboard box of linens, and Angela followed me into the motorhome.


			“The RV belongs to my Uncle Rich on Mom’s side. He loaned it to us for three weeks.”


			Angela looked around. “This is very nice, Gracie.”


			David sat in the driver’s seat, swiveled to the interior. “It’s comfortable to drive. We’re hooked up, or I’d take you for a ride.”


			Judd sat in the passenger’s chair. They debated the efficiency of gas versus diesel engines.


			I placed the box of linens and quilt in the bunk over the cab. We had to guard these precious treasures during our travels. Then, once home, we’d begin our investigation into Great-Grandma Mary, her quilt, and hope chest.


		




		

			Two


			Grandma Mary’s Note


			Gracie


			In glades they meet skull after skull


			Where pine-cones lay—the rusted gun,


			Green shoes full of bones, the moldering coat


			And cuddled-up skeleton;


			And scores of such. Some start as in dreams,


			And comrades lost bemoan:


			By the edge of those wilds Stonewall had charged—


			But the Year and the Man were gone.


			“The Armies of the Wilderness”


			~Herman Melville


			“Middlewestishness: an authentic quality, a freshness.”


			~Ruth Suckow


			Earlier this year, Grandma Molly asked us to investigate the red and green Civil War quilt and discover its origins. When she did, Grandma Molly shared the note written by Great-Grandma Mary that Molly found wrapped up inside the quilt decades earlier. The note titillated our interest, but I realized that Angela and Judd knew nothing about it. I invited them to sit down while we shared what we knew.


			I found the picture on my phone and handed it to her. “Your Grandma Mary wrote this note and rolled it up in the red and green Civil War quilt, but Grandma Molly was the first person to see it. Someone else—either Sarah or Beth—safety-pinned a large legal envelope to the quilt. We’re sure Mary never opened it because if she had, it would have answered all her questions. We now know Great-Aunt Trina took the legal envelope forty years ago to prevent another great-aunt from burning the envelope and quilt. But I keep reading Mary’s phrase, ‘we should reward the kindness of strangers.’”


			Angela nodded. “Yes, I see what you mean. Was a stranger kind to her? Did she suffer some tragedy? And why do you hide linens and quilts inside a hope chest after all? Isn’t that its use?”


			She jumped up and reached inside the box and lifted out a bundle of letters tied up with a ribbon and a small photo album.


			I reached for the bundle of letters, and she hesitated for just a moment. I sensed she was entrusting me with something precious—a treasure from her grandmother. They were part of her great-grandmother’s story.


			“I’m confident you and David will unravel this mystery, Gracie. Give us the tour, and we’ll get out of here so you folks can rest up for tomorrow. After all, this is your honeymoon.” She dug in her purse for her university business card and wrote her personal email and phone number on the back, then handed it to me. Slipping it into the packet of letters, I thanked her.


			We stood, and I pretended to be an RV salesperson. “Here you have the kitchen and dinette, with a microwave, small fridge, three-burner stove, a small oven, and some counter space. Cutting boards that fit on the sink give us more prep space. The TV swivels, and there’s another TV in the over-the-cab bunk.”


			“Stepping back here, we have kitchen storage, the controls for the RV, and a bathroom divided into a shower and toilet. Here we are in the bedroom with a queen-size bed, a small closet, and a tiny end table on each side.”


			David took over the tour. “We have a portable gas grill in the exterior storage bay. It’s the perfect size for two people, and we plan to use it.”


			Judd looked around. “We’ve talked about driving an RV across the country. This looks very comfortable.”


			Parting with hugs and congratulations, Angela said, “If you’re ever in the area without an RV, you can stay with us.”


			We thanked them again for the barbeque. Once they left, we sat outside, holding hands, and enjoyed the sunset—fantastic array of colors with dark yellows, oranges, blues, and purples. It looks like a child has spilled her crayon box onto a creamy piece of paper, I thought.


			David leaned over to kiss me. “Life is never boring around you, is it?”


			I kissed him back. “Nope!”


			We stood, folded our chairs, and put them and the table away, then David rolled up the awning. A family walked by, with the mom pushing a stroller and the dad hanging onto a couple of cute kids. They called “Hello,” and we waved as we entered the motorhome.


			David and I lay down on the bed and watched the sunset through our window. We talked about the visit with Angela and Judd and the new puzzle to solve, and our route the next day.


			“Your cousins seem very nice. They have great taste in food. I’m full, but I keep thinking about those leftovers.” He rolled over and kissed me, caressing my face.


			“Don’t you think it’s strange the chest had a false bottom? I wonder what happened?”


			“We’ll find out. But yes, I’m hooked.” David stood. “I need to brush my teeth. Don’t go too far, Gracie. I’ll be back.”


			He undressed and walked into the bathroomy wearing only his boxers.


			I watched him, smiling as I got up too. I walked into the cabin and lowered the privacy curtain hiding the cab and pushed the button to shut the shades. Then I turned out the lights and locked the doors with the control panel. My attention went to the box of linens, photo album, and bundle of letters tucked away for safekeeping.


			Why was Grandma Mary sad, and why did she write the note about rewarding the kindness of strangers? I wondered.


			Then, I hurried back to the bedroom—and David.


		




		

			Three


			Sewing & Sweethearts


			Mary Carlson


			“Somehow it pleased him to think of how deeply rooted they were.”


			~Ruth Suckow’s “A Rural Community”


			Jubilee Junction, Iowa


			Late March 1917


			I sat on the horsehair sofa in the parlor, dutifully stitching a pattern of pink roses with green leaves on a cream-colored pillowcase. Mama was reading poetry by Robert Frost. It was a sunny afternoon, and I was thankful for our large windows letting in the light. I loved his poetry with the imagery of the two roads, the spider, and New England’s stone fences.


			My younger sister Anna fidgeted beside me, her needle stabbing into the fabric and sometimes into her thumb. She gave me a sideways glance, winced dramatically, and rolled her eyes. We’d been working for almost two hours, and she was tired of stabbing her finger instead of the pillowcase. I realized my sister was in danger of saying something to annoy our stern grandmother. I gave Anna a look to warn her.


			Fortunately, Mama took a breath, having finished a poem. She looked at her mother-in-law.


			Grandma acknowledged her. “Now, girls, we’re done. Let’s see your needlework.”


			Grandma Carlson inspected mine first, an embroidered pillowcase. “Very nice work, Mary. You have how many items in your hope chest now?”


			She knew better than I did, but I replied, “A dozen, Grandma. I have two pillowcases, two hand towels, four kitchen towels, two potholders, and two aprons.”


			Grandma then turned to Anna with her eyebrows raised. “What are you doing, young lady?” She stared at Anna’s pillowcase with a frown and put it aside. “I will rip out the thread, and you can work on it tomorrow.” She rummaged in her basket. “My seam ripper must be at my house. I’ll be right back.” She left the room.


			Anna looked at our mother. “Mama, do I have to sew, too?”


			Mama exhaled. “You should know the basics of sewing even if you don’t make your own clothes. We’re working on your sister’s hope chest, and she enjoys your company.”


			I put on my best fake smile. “Yes, Mama, and I love it when you sew with us,” I told her in a high-pitched, artificial voice. She and I both giggled, and even Mama smiled. Anna hugged me and whispered, “You aren’t running off to marry Charlie, are you?”


			I blushed. I was almost eighteen and experiencing my first romance. Charlie O’Connor was a classmate who started leaving sweet notes for me a few weeks ago. I hid them in a decorative wooden box in my dresser and thought we were being clever. I blushed.


			“Why do you think I’d marry Charlie, silly?”


			Anna looked mischievous. “Because you’re filling up the hope chest, and I see how he looks at you and how you look when you read his notes.” My cheeks warmed as I realized my secret wasn’t such a secret after all.


			Anna complained, “Mama, I hate sewing. I want to work in an office in Chicago and live with Aunt Eva. I love Grandma, but I’m no good at sewing.”


			My sister was an intelligent girl who loved to read, got good grades at school, and enjoyed baking with Mama and tending to our gardens. However, Anna had been sitting by me for the past four weeks, and I could only remember one day when she succeeded in the task. I think it was sewing on a button.


			Mama had heard this fantasy before. “Why would Aunt Eva want you to live with her, and what company would hire a teenager who doesn’t type?”


			Anna sucked on a sore finger. “I could learn.”


			Mama said,” You can learn to sew, too.”


			Anna was a wonderful sister, two and a half years younger. We shared a bedroom. Anna loved to talk with me at night, and she kept my secret about Charlie. However, her hope of moving to Chicago with our Aunt Eva was just a fantasy. Eva, our father’s baby sister, was a nurse, a suffragist, and had a busy life.


			Mother placed her bookmark on the next page, closed the book, and cleaned up the parlor. I stood, flipped my long blonde braid over my shoulder, and put my things back into the small sewing kit Mama had given me. Anna did the same.


			Anna and I stowed our sewing kits and fabric in my hope chest. It was a lovely cedar chest that Papa made for my sixteenth birthday. He carved beautiful roses and vines on top, and whenever I opened the lid, I inhaled the scent of cedar. Grandma had been working with us for months, and I had perhaps a dozen pieces inside.


			We were starting work on my quilt next week. I’d already selected the colors and the fabric. I was looking forward to it, but my little sister dreaded it. We talked about it last night. I remembered seeing grandmother’s quilting frame set up but had paid little attention to the work of creating a quilt. Anna had been more observant.


			“It’s so much work,” she said. “We’ll be sewing the blocks for weeks, and I’m running out of fingers to poke.”


			Mama headed for the kitchen. “It’s a lovely day. Go take a walk.”


			Anna and I grabbed our sweaters and walked out into the fresh air. The sunshine welcomed us, and we linked arms as we neared the flower garden. Just like that Anna’s mood lifted, and we both inhaled the wonderful scent of the flower gardens, just emerging.


			We lived in a big house on a large corner lot, and Grandma and Grandpa Carlson lived next door. Between the two households, we managed a flower garden and a vegetable garden, and we enjoyed a little arbor and bench where we loved to sit and talk. The flower garden was filled with creeping phlox, azaleas, iris, daffodils, and snowdrops. They created a colorful and fragrant display. We grew tomatoes, cucumbers, peppers, kale, onions, assorted squash, and many other vegetables in the plot in our spacious backyards. Every summer, our garden was alive with butterflies, hummingbirds, grasshoppers, and bees.


			Anna and I walked down the street away from our house, and I heard a whistle. It was Charlie with his best friend, Frank Wilson. They sauntered down the street across from us in the opposite direction. Charlie was a handsome fellow, with wavy reddish-blond hair, brown eyes, and a ready smile. Frank was a sturdy young man with brown hair and kind blue eyes.


			Charlie waved and called, “Hello, Mary. Hello, Anna.” Both boys waved. We waved back and called hello. Just seeing Charlie made me happy. The boys kept walking, and we did the same. We turned the corner and went around the block, waving at several neighbors. Then we returned to the house so we could read for half an hour before supper.


			I found my book and settled on the sofa in the parlor. My bookmark was one of the sweet notes Charlie left for me last week. I was reading O Pioneers! by Willa Cather and enjoying it. Anna appeared with one of her books and sat across from me. Mother bustled around in the kitchen with supper. I wanted to finish the chapter before she called for us to help.


			As I mused about seeing Charlie earlier, I wondered, is there a future for us? We’re both seniors in high school. I don’t have any experience with boys because Papa doesn’t approve of girls dating before they turn eighteen.


			Whenever I read Charlie’s notes, I felt lucky to have caught his eye. Charlie wrote that he loved me, and I perhaps I love him, too. Surely our love would triumph, wouldn’t it?


		




		

			Four


			On the Road to Helena


			Gracie


			“Twenty years from now, you will be more disappointed by the things you didn’t do than by the ones you did do. So throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the safe harbor. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore. Dream. Discover.”


			~Mark Twain


			Sunday, June 2


			We slept in the next day, cuddling, talking, and kissing until David got up. He said, “You sexy wench. I meant to get up earlier. I need coffee.” He grinned and walked out to make it while I jumped in the shower and dressed.


			Then it was David’s turn in the shower, so I got breakfast ready. I refilled my travel mug from the pitcher of iced tea in the fridge. I grabbed chopped-up berries and two Greek yogurts and took them over to the dinette with spoons and napkins. David’s coffee was ready, so I poured him a cup in his travel mug. I found the toaster and plugged it in. I grabbed a small plate, a table knife, and the loaf of wheat bread, and placed them on the counter.


			I put the packet of letters and photo album in my messenger bag. I wanted to read them, but this was our honeymoon, so that was a task that could wait.


			Angela’s business card caught my eye. I’d tucked it in with the letters. I took a picture so I could have her contact information handy.


			David appeared, smelling like he’d just stepped out of a men’s cologne commercial. His hair was still wet, as was mine. He looked handsome with his thick brown hair tousled. We smiled at each other. I felt a rush of emotion, happy to be married.


			“Good morning, Mrs. MacNeill.”


			“Good morning, Dr. MacNeill. Would you like some breakfast?”


			I embraced him, and he kissed me gently and then with more passion, pulling me closer. I would have gone back to bed if he’d kissed me any longer.


			David thanked me for setting things out and made his toast. We sat at the dinette to eat breakfast. David sipped his coffee and ate some toast, fruit, and yogurt, and I sipped my tea and ate yogurt with fruit.


			“Thanks, Gracie. I’ll help with the cleanup.” He stood and stowed his coffeemaker away in the cupboard.


			David and I washed our dishes and tidied the kitchen area. I imagined myself wearing one of my grandma’s fancy aprons as I wiped the dinette and put the dishes and the toaster away since we were going on the road.


			After breakfast, we walked outside with Uncle Rich’s checklist, unhooking our RV to the park utilities.


			“We did it, Gracie. I’m glad Uncle Rich gave us the checklist.” 


			David swiveled to face the cab and started the engine. He looked forward to driving through the Ozarks. We had a five-hour drive to Helena, Arkansas, so we settled in.


			“Here we are, retracing my grandfather’s regiment’s route. They traveled by crowded trains, boats, and on foot. They slept in terrible little tents on the hard ground, ate awful food, and suffered from the elements while we’re traveling in comfort,” I said.


			“You’re right. Typical fare during the Civil War was very basic. Union soldiers ate salt pork or beef, along with coffee, sugar, salt, vinegar, and sometimes dried fruits and vegetables, if they were in season,” David agreed. “They needed to be careful about where they got their drinking water. A lot of them got sick from the contaminated water. Two out of three deaths were from diseases like pneumonia, typhoid, mumps, measles, smallpox, and tuberculosis. Even if they wanted to practice good hygiene, they used crude latrines and didn’t wash their hands.”


			


			I shuddered. “They spent their days either being bored or terrified—the life of soldiers. Mark told me that after he returned from Iraq. It’s silly to compare our journey to my ancestors.”


			“Yes, you’re so right, Gracie. Luckily for us, a hundred and fifty years later, we have better traveling options. I wouldn’t ask you to go on a honeymoon, driving across the country, if we were tent camping.”


			I couldn’t imagine a more uncomfortable experience for a honeymoon. After all, I’d been a girl scout. Shelly talked me into it and made it fun, especially the s’mores part. But I knew about sleeping on the hard ground or half-inflated air mattresses, which was much less fun.


			We listened to the radio for a while and then discovered that once we got below I-70, AM was country-western, and FM was southern gospel. So I dug in my backpack and got out several CDs from Adele, Shania Twain, The Dixie Chicks, Rihanna, Katy Perry, and Nickelback.


			David told me about Crowley’s Ridge. “It’s a land formation that created a crescent-shaped raised spot from about Cape Girardeau, Missouri, to Helena, Arkansas. The Loess Hills that formed the ridge aren’t high, maybe five hundred feet above terrain. They’re remarkable because they’re surrounded by the northern reaches of the Mississippi Delta, which is flat as a pancake. The crescent shape on the delta meant that riverfront towns were flood-prone, therefore not very safe.”


			David glanced over to see if I was listening, and I asked, “Should I be taking notes? Is this on the test, Dr. MacNeill?”


			“No test, but it’s a great example of geography determining history. Helena was the only town on the Mississippi between Memphis and Vicksburg. The Union forces captured this strategic point to protect Grant’s siege of Vicksburg. The Confederates realized the importance of Helena and tried to capture it but failed. Grant soon captured Vicksburg, and the rest is history. Helena hosted an obscure battle, but the reason for its importance is fascinating—for history geeks, anyway,” he said.


			We arrived in Helena around 3 pm and found Kelly’s RV park, where we had reservations. We set up camp, and it went more quickly this time. Getting the RV level and steady makes it a lot easier to pour coffee and walk around, let alone try to sleep, or canoodle.


			We biked around the park dedicated to the Underground Railroad and visited the welcome center. Then we explored the Confederate cemetery, where we saw a fifteen-foot-tall memorial for Confederate General Patrick Cleburne.


			The Underground Railroad memorial was inspiring and made me think about the courage of my Third Great-Grandmother Sarah. She took three slaves from a plantation in Virginia to freedom in Iowa with the help of four Union soldiers and the Underground Railroad.


			David glanced over. “Thinking about Sarah, Rebecca, and the others?”


			“Yes, of course,” I said.


			When we got tired, we stopped and found something cold to drink. Later, we picked up burgers, fries, and cokes at the Burger Shack, a famous local eatery that flavors sodas with various syrups— vanilla for David and cherry for me. We found a picnic table with a view of the Mississippi and happily ate our supper. All our senses were engaged with delicious smells and the addictive delight of devouring hot, salty French fries dipped in ketchup, between bites of a juicy burger loaded with cheese, lettuce, pickles, mayo, and onion.


			“Oh my goodness, these burgers are amazing.” I tried to wipe my chin. “And very juicy!”


			David grinned and reached over with a napkin to dab the juices running down my chin. “Yes, maybe the best we’ve had.”


			Then we headed back to the Greyhawk. I moved my messenger bag off the couch and debated getting out the letters, but this was still our honeymoon. I wanted to focus on my new husband. We’d have plenty of time later to read the letters and solve the mystery of why Grandma Mary hid a quilt inside the hope chest.


		




		

			Five


			Touring Helena


			Gracie


			“War at the best, is terrible, and this war of ours, in its magnitude and in its duration, is one of the most terrible.”


			~Abraham Lincoln


			16 June 1864, speech at Philadelphia


			Monday, June 3


			We slept in again. I was still getting used to sharing a bed and going through my morning routine around David. I’d been shy about undressing around him at first, but he made me feel safe.


			David looked at me from his side of the dinette. “I’m liking this RV honeymoon adventure so far. How about you?” He wore a big cheesy grin, which I found irresistible.


			“Me too. We’re a good team.” I grinned back.


			After breakfast, we grabbed our small backpacks and headed out on the bikes to tour the new Fort Curtis. David was especially interested in seeing the huge 24-pounder guns.


			Perhaps sensing the big guns didn’t impress me, David asked, “Did you know they used these cannons starting in the Mexican-American war? They could fire an 18-pound shell for over thirteen-hundred yards.”


			I stared at the guns, imagining 18-pound frozen turkeys, not cannon balls, being fired. After all, I’d held 18-pound turkeys, but I couldn’t imagine watching one fly 1,300 yards.


			Next, we biked to the Helena River Park, where many of the Iowa regiments camped, including my third great-grandfather’s regiment. Thousands of freed slaves gathered here when the area was under Union occupation. Many of them joined the United States Colored Troop regiments. The Battle of Helena was the last major Confederate offensive launched in Arkansas. The Confederates failed, and Major General Benjamin Prentiss was the victorious Union commander.


			Runaway slaves sought shelter in one of St. Catharine’s barns, and the Sisters of Mercy took care of wounded soldiers from both sides after the Battle of Helena.


			“Once the battle was over, the troops moved on, leaving someone else to bury the dead and care for the wounded—and clean up the debris of war. Not a simple task,” David said.


			I shook my head, unable to imagine the aftermath.


			By mid-afternoon, we’d seen enough. We headed back to Delta Ridge Park, strapped our bikes to the back of the RV, completed the checkout process, and looked over our maps and plans.


			“Is it silly to leave today instead of tomorrow?” I asked.


			“No, we saw what we came to see.” David was opening my door for me when we heard a commotion nearby.


			“You always ruin our trips, don’t you?” An angry male voice startled me, followed by the slamming of an RV door. “I’m so sick of it!”


			“Me? You’re the one who screwed up our reservations,” countered an angry female voice, slamming her door.


			I glanced over to see a couple standing outside their RV arguing. He was waving a clipboard close to her face. She was defiant, rummaging through a large tote bag for something. They continued to bicker, and I tensed up.


			David hesitated. “Are you okay, Gracie?”


			I exhaled. My voice was shaky. “His angry voice made me think of my ex-boyfriend, Steve.”


			David nodded. “I saw you tense up,” he said. “But I’m not Steve, and we aren’t that couple.”


			I climbed into the cab.


			David leaned inside and kissed me. “Shall we get going?”


			I nodded. He walked around and got into the driver’s seat. He checked his mirrors, and we took off.


			I was quiet as we got our bearings and set off for Pleasant Hill, Louisiana, 300 miles away and a six-hour drive.


			David made small talk, noting the contrast between the rolling hills of central Iowa to where we were, the flat delta farmland.


			He glanced at me. “I think we should talk about what’s troubling you.”


			I blinked back tears. “You’re calm and logical, and I’m emotional and sometimes impulsive. How do we get along so well? Are we going to argue like that? Steve yelled at me when I didn’t do what he wanted me to do, like take that job in Des Moines last year. Hearing that man’s voice triggered me. Did you and Cynthia argue?”


			David hesitated, choosing his words. “Yes, we had some doozies, but I’m not a yeller. Cynthia wasn’t either, but she would say sarcastic remarks or cry if she didn’t get her way. In the end, I had to break it off. She wanted us to get a condo in downtown Chicago, but I wanted to move back to Iowa and be near family—and start a family of my own.”


			We’d had this conversation. We both wanted children someday.


			“Cynthia told me she never wanted children, and she knew I did.” He looked over. “Two people who love each other can disagree on some things. We don’t have to agree on everything. Say, you don’t like chili cheese dogs, and I do. Does that mean I’ll never have one again?” He put on a sad face.


			I couldn’t resist. “I like chili cheese dogs.”


			“Good. See? We can do this, Gracie. We’re still learning about each other, but we share core values and our faith in God. We have a strong support system in our families. Don’t worry, babe, because we will never be like that couple.” David took my hand. “Exploring your family history has taught us important lessons, like don’t keep secrets, be persistent, ask for help, and help others. All lessons we could find in the Bible.”


			“Thanks, David.” I let go of the tension. We drove for a few miles in comfortable silence.


			I read about the area’s significance from David’s three-ring binder. Historians agree that the Battle of Pleasant Hill was a Union victory. They caused almost double the casualties on the enemy’s side compared to their own losses. I looked at David and told him what I’d just read. “So the winner of these Civil War battles was the one who inflicted the most harm?”


			“Don’t shoot the messenger. Many historians are nice professors like me.”


			We admired the scenery, and the hours passed. I checked my phone’s KOA app and found some possible RV parks. “How are you holding up? We’re close to an RV park near Rayville, Louisiana.”


			“Sounds good.”


			I called and got a reservation. We stopped at a Kroger grocery store and bought a few essentials. Ten minutes later, we pulled in, registered, found our space, and set up. We got out the ingredients to grill asparagus and chicken breasts. David seasoned the meat and vegetables with garlic powder, Italian seasoning, and salt and pepper. Then he drizzled them with a little olive oil, while I made a spinach and strawberry salad and a simple dressing.


			I took pictures of David flipping the asparagus and chicken breasts on the portable grill on a picnic table and posted them on Facebook for our families. We sat at our little table and enjoyed the meal.


			“You did an amazing job with the chicken and asparagus,” I told David.


			“Thanks. The salad is excellent, too.” He speared a strawberry and fed it to me.


			I ate it, smiling. This honeymoon was wonderful. I felt so bonded to this man. David had shown me how much he loved me in the past few months. And he’d been so tender and considerate these past few days.


			Nearby, we heard some music with a strong guitar and vocals, but it wasn’t anything I recognized. My feet tapped the ground, and so did David’s.


			“What is that music? I like it.” I asked.


			David grinned. “It’s the blues. That’s Stevie Ray Vaughan—he was a famous guitarist with a group called Double Trouble and that song is called “Pride and Joy.””


			


			He jumped up and took my hand, so I stood too, and we did an impromptu dance.


			Our neighbor playing the music looked over and waved. “Is our music too loud?”


			“No, not at all!” I called back.


			The man walked closer. He was wearing faded jeans, a t-shirt, and a cowboy hat.


			“Hey, there. I’m Jimmy, and that’s my wife Jolene over there. We’re from Clarksville, Mississippi. Lots of blues down there.”


			“I really like the guitar. It’s amazing. I’m Gracie, and this is my husband, David.”


			“It’s the first time she’s heard Stevie Ray Vaughan.” David stepped forward. “Yeah, we’re newlyweds, from Iowa. Nice to meet you.”


			The man waved at his wife, who walked over, and we introduced ourselves.


			We listened to more of the blues and danced, chatted, and laughed.


			After half an hour, Jimmy looked at his wife. “We better leave you two honeymooners to enjoy the rest of your evening.” He winked and tipped his hat and left with his wife waving, “Nice to meet y’all!”


			David said, “Yes, thanks. That was fun!”


			We cleaned up together, stowed the table and chairs, and rolled up the awning.


			Once inside, we ate a few more strawberries and snuggled on the couch with a soft blanket. We watched the movie O Brother, Where Art Thou? starring George Clooney. The story is about three escaped convicts looking for treasure in Mississippi. It’s set during the Great Depression. I loved the music, and we recognized the plot’s parallels to Homer’s Odyssey.


			David held me in his arms on the couch after the movie ended. I got sleepy and dreamed I was a young woman whose parents had given me a lovely hope chest. I opened the lid and saw a quilt, aprons, and linens folded up. Then I saw myself with a telegram in my hand, sobbing. I slammed the lid of the hope chest.


			


			I jolted up, disturbing David, who was almost asleep himself.


			“What is it?”


			“I think I just dreamed about Grandma Mary.” My heart was beating fast. Did I dream of the answer? Did Grandma Mary’s fiancé die in the war? David stood up, yawned, and went back to the bedroom. I sat down and jotted down what I remembered from the dream. Then I turned out the lights, locked up, and followed my sleepy husband to bed.


			Tuesday, June 4


			The following day, our blues-playing neighbors were gone. But they left us a Stevie Ray Vaughan CD, wrapped around our side mirror with a rubber band. A note included their email address and phone number.


			I removed it from the mirror and handed the note to David while I examined the CD.


			We were two-thirds of the way to Pleasant Hill, so we had several more hours to drive. We listened to our new CD while David told me more about Stevie Ray Vaughan’s short but memorable life.


			David glanced over. “Look him up on Wikipedia. I’m sure there’s an article and lots of links.”


			I grabbed my iPhone. Stevie Ray Vaughn was part of a blues rock trio, considered one of the greatest guitarists of all time. He died in an airplane crash after a performance.


			“What a gifted musician.” I looked up. “And what a tragic end.”


			David agreed.


			We drove into Pleasant Hill, parked the RV, and grabbed the bikes. David and I headed for the welcome center and walked out with a handful of brochures. We found the Soldiers Memorial monument and spent some time biking around the cemetery and battlefield.


			We ate catfish wraps from a food truck vendor as we perused the brochures. David told me about the battle here, considered a Union defeat. It was part of the Red River campaign, and it had been a bloody slog, with fierce fighting and losses on both sides.


			


			Next, we headed to Port Gibson, Mississippi. We saw signs for the Kisatchie National Forest but left it for another trip.


			I complained, “Three weeks isn’t enough time to see it all, is it?”


			David agreed. “Yes, we could have taken a month off and not seen it all. But remember, we thought we could do it in two weeks. We’re making memories and noting what we might like to see next time.”


			I liked that phrase—next time.


			David and I are just beginning our lives together. We’ll take more trips in the future and have more adventures. Our story together has only begun.


		




		

			Six


			Discovering Port Gibson


			Gracie O’Conner MacNeill


			“That this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom, and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.”


			~Abraham Lincoln


			As David drove, I opened our guidebook and checked the list of things to see in Port Gibson. The first was the Windsor Ruins, the remnants of an old plantation built in the Greek Revival style. It burned down in 1890, leaving 23 chimneys still standing in a surreal display. We walked around, amazed at the size of the house and the enormous chimneys.


			“This is cool. But I don’t think my smartphone is going to do it justice.”


			David looked around, craning his neck, and taking a few pictures himself. “This is incredible, but you’re right. We can always Google it.”


			I did just that and exhaled. “David, I found a Wikipedia article about these ruins. This plantation house was five stories tall, had twenty-three rooms, and there was an observatory on the top. The article estimates it cost on hundred and seventy-five thousand dollars for the building’s construction and furnishings and points out it would cost more than four million today.”


			David looked at my phone, intrigued. “Send me the link.”


			I sent the link to the article to David and kept reading. “Confederate soldiers used the observatory to monitor the Union troops. Later, the Union troops did the same thing, tracking enemy movements from the cupola.”


			We both stared up, picturing the intact building and soldiers climbing flights of stairs to the observatory to monitor enemy troops.


			Next, we drove to Bethel Church. David told me that Grant’s troops passed the church on April 30th, 1863, while marching towards Port Gibson on Rodney Road. It was a moonlit march, and some soldiers used the steeple for target practice. The battle the next day took place just a few miles west of the church.


			David pulled over to look at Bethel Church. He picked up the travel guide, and we read it together.


			The battle of Port Gibson cost Grant 131 killed, 719 wounded, and 25 missing out of 23,000 men engaged. This victory not only secured his position on Mississippi soil, but enabled him to launch his campaign deeper into the interior of the state. Union victory at Port Gibson forced the Confederate evacuation of the Grand Gulf and would result in the fall of Vicksburg.


			The Confederates suffered 60 killed, 340 wounded, and 387 missing out of 8,000 men engaged. The action at Port Gibson underscored the Confederate’s inability to defend the line of the Mississippi River.
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