







Different girls, living in different periods of America’s past, reveal their hearts’ secrets in the pages of their diaries.

Each one faces a challenge that will change her life forever.

Don’t miss any of their stories:

#1 Sarah Anne Hartford Massachusetts, 1651

#2 Emma Eileen Grove Mississippi, 1865

#3 Anisett Lundberg California, 1851

#4 Mary Alice Peale Philadelphia, 1777

#5 Willow Chase Kansas Territory, 1847

#6 Ellen Elizabeth Hawkins Texas, 1886

#7 Alexia Ellery Finsdale San Francisco, 1905

#8 Evie Peach Saint Louis, 1857

#9 Celou Sudden Shout Wind River, 1826

#10 Summer MacCleary Virginia, 1749

#11 Agnes May Gleason Colorado, 1932
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#12 Amelina Carrett Louisiana, 1863

#13 Josie Poe Palouse, Washington, 1943
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April 26, 1865

On the Sultana

Randall has left Claire and me alone—with strict orders to stay in the stateroom. Claire is napping, so I am able to write. I meant to make an entry every evening, hut it has been almost ten days since I have written. So much has happened. Lincoln is dead. Some still say it isn’t true, hut most believe it now. He was shot in a theater. I hated him, hut it will go even worse for the Confederacy without him, Randall says.

It has been a weary time since we left home. Flooded roads, absolutely mired in mud, all the way on to Crescent City. Many were traveling, like us or worse. The war is over, hut the countryside is ruined, people starving everywhere.

Randall bought us cabin passage on the Sultana, a paddle wheel steamboat. Steamship travel! (Like a proper belle!) And more food than I have seen on a table since Papa enlisted. The river is swift brown water as wide as one can see. Mr. Cass Mason, the captain, says this is quite bad, even for spring. Passed a cow and calf on the bank yesterday, muddy and sad, ribs sticking out.

Saw Vicksburg day before yesterday—the city is torn up. Houses ruined and holes all over the bluffs from our fortifications and Yankee shells. They loaded paroled Yankee soldiers there—so many that the Sultana tipped far to one side when all of them crowded to the rail for a photographist at Helena this morning. They look so weak and thin from the war prisons they were in. I could feel sorry for them if they were not Yankees. An opera troupe has played twice—they are going to Memphis to perform.

I want to wire Uncle Simeony hut Randall says we should not waste the money. It worries me that he never answered our letters.

Oh! They are singing again. I hate these Yankees.


CHAPTER ONE

Emma paused in her writing and sat up straight. Her hair brushed the underside of the top bunk. Claire was still asleep, her dark hair fanned across the narrow cot. Her somber little face made Emma frown. Claire was seven years old, yet she never sang or laughed. She rarely even smiled anymore. Emma clenched her fists. Damn Yankees.

An uneven chorus of “John Brown’s Body” was rising up from the Union soldiers who crowded the main deck. Emma tensed. She was sick of Yankee singing. At least the day before they had mostly sung from the hymn books the Christian Commission women had handed out. Now they were resorting to war songs.

Emma punched her feather pillow, then patted it smooth as the song spread through the prisoners’ ranks to the hurricane deck overhead. She longed for fresh air, but no one could walk the long decks through the throngs of thin, ragged men. They all looked sick, and they were filthy. The song got louder. The Yankees weren’t singing so much as shouting now.

“He’s gone to be a soldier in THE ARMY OF THE LORD …”

Emma put her fingers in her ears, but it did no good. The Yankees were jammed into every corner of the decks and stairwells. Their torn blankets were laid out, inches apart, if they had blankets at all. They had all been in Confederate prisons, held until they could be exchanged for captured Confederate troops. But now the war was over.

The voices out on the decks rose another notch. Emma’s stomach tightened. Since dawn she had heard the released soldiers moving around on the tarred and graveled hurricane deck overhead. It sounded as though every one of them was singing as they got to the third verse.

“John Brown’s knapsack is strapped upon his back. HIS SOUL IS MARCHING ON. Glory, Glory Hallelujah. GLORY, GLORY, Hallelujah. GLORY, GLORY HALLELUJAHHHH …”

The ceiling creaked, metal on metal. Emma cringed, but she refused to look up. At Vicksburg, the ship’s officers had scurried over the Sultana, directing the roustabouts and deckhands. They had nailed up extra supports and shoved posts between the hurricane deck above her head and the boiler deck beneath her feet—then between the boiler deck and the main deck below it. Once the work was done, they’d loaded on more of the soldiers. Emma sat still, wishing Randall would come back. She began swinging her feet against the mattress board, concentrating on the soft clunking sound, shutting out the singing, pushing the Yankees from her thoughts.

More than anything, Emma wanted her father. His last letter had come nearly nine months before. Maybe he was still alive somewhere. But if he was, he’d make it home to find no one there. Randall had left messages with neighbors and letters nailed to the door lintel. But what a terrible homecoming for her father! News that his wife was dead and his children had fled north to Uncle Simeon’s. Emma banged her feet harder against the cot, then glanced at Claire. She was still sound asleep.

“They’ll hang Jeff Davis from a SOUR APPLE TREE AS THEY GO MAAAAARCHIIIIING OOOOON.”

The last verse always made Emma feel sick. Jefferson Davis was still president of the Confederacy. He was a great man who had fought passionately for independence and freedom, and he had remained honorable and a gentleman throughout the war. That was certainly a lot more than the Yankees could say for themselves.

The roaring song faded, and Emma’s foot-banging suddenly seemed absurdly loud. She stopped, feeling foolish. Claire stirred on her cot as though the sudden silence had disturbed her more than the noise. She sat up, rubbing her eyes. A light knock on the door made Emma start.

“Ladies? Are you in there?”

Emma recognized the high feminine voice. She went to the door and pulled the handle, opening it a crack, then wider when she saw Mrs. Gibson’s plump pink face. Mrs. Gibson had boarded at Baton Rouge and had taken to Claire immediately, charmed by her sweet face and sad eyes. “Hello,” Emma said politely. Claire looked startled but not afraid, so Emma added, “Come in.” As Mrs. Gibson entered the stateroom, Emma automatically looked at her dress.

Emma’s mother’s sewing had gotten the family through the first part of the war. After their father had enlisted in the army she had used her egg money to buy the last four bolts of satin from Jarford’s Dry Goods Store. She had made two gowns and sold them both. Once people had seen her work, she’d been hired by wealthy ladies from all over the county. But then, after Confederate money became worthless, even the plantation women had stopped having new dresses made. By the end of the war, the work was all alterations and mending, bartered for cracked corn or a little flour. The war had made everyone poor.

“Emma?” Mrs. Gibson sounded faintly annoyed, and Emma realized she had been staring at the rose pinks embroidered on the hem of the woman’s princess dress for too long. She blushed, but Mrs. Gibson smiled. “I wondered if the two of you might like to accompany me into the saloon for a lemonade? I saw Randall go out. He isn’t back yet, is he?”

Emma shook her head. “No, but—”

“Then come. It just isn’t healthful for children to be cooped inside like stew hens.”

“We’d best not. Randall would never forgive me,” Emma apologized. “I gave him my word.” Besides, she thought, we only met you a few days ago. She glanced at her sister, hoping she wouldn’t start crying. But Claire was calm. She sat attentively, watching.

“Your word?” Mrs. Gibson echoed, her eyes widening theatrically. “To stay in this airless little room all afternoon long?”

“Just until he gets back,” Emma defended her brother. “My father charged him with our care in his last letter.” She blushed again. Why was she telling Mrs. Gibson that? It was none of her business.

Mrs. Gibson adjusted her skirt. Her daytime costumes were only modestly hooped, a style Emma’s mother had approved of; if hoops were to be worn at all, they should not be overdone. Emma felt her eyes sting. She missed her mother so much. She turned her head so Mrs. Gibson wouldn’t notice and ask what was the matter.

“Randall has great admirers in his sisters,” Mrs. Gibson said brightly. “Little Claire fairly dotes upon him.”

Emma pressed her lips together. Since their mother had died, Claire had clung to Randall like a vine to a porch rail. She had stopped asking when their father would come back. He had been gone almost three years, after all. All Claire wanted now was to be with Randall every second of the day.

“Do come,” Mrs. Gibson insisted, motioning toward the door. She opened it and stood aside. The saloon was crowded. Emma saw a pretty young woman in a pearl gray silk dress pass by, her posture perfect. Voices rose and fell in aimless chatter. Mrs. Gibson winked and nudged her arm. “Accompany me. Please. We will remain within arm’s reach of this very door.”

Emma couldn’t help but smile a little. Mrs. Gibson was like some of the plantation women who had hired her mother to sew. She was always fanning herself or fiddling with a dainty parasol; her voice was lazy, soft, and musical. She was completely charming. Everything seemed to amuse her. She was smiling now. “Please?”

“As long as we can see him when he comes back,” Emma said, talking herself into it.

Mrs. Gibson gathered her skirts, the steel hoops clicking against the wall behind her. Emma scooped up her diary and pushed it beneath her pillow, hoping Mrs. Gibson wouldn’t notice. But, of course, she did.

“Ah! A journal. That’s a good way to practice seemly composition. Just be careful not to write what should be kept only in your heart.”

Emma’s hands hovered over the pillow for a moment. She often worried that Randall would read her diary. She had been keeping it ever since she had turned twelve, about six months before, in the leather-bound book her mother had used for sewing accounts.

“I want Randall,” Claire said in her unhappy little voice. She was sitting up, dangling her legs over the edge of the bed. Her eyes were round, fixed on Mrs. Gibson. Claire was small for seven, and it seemed as if during the past year she had gotten younger, not older. She still cried for their mother when her nightmares woke her—until she remembered that Mama had died of the fever.

“Come on, come on,” Mrs. Gibson urged. “Randall will be back shortly. Would you like lemonade?” Claire nodded.

Emma took Claire’s hand and led her to the door. Mrs. Gibson ushered them through it, moving with graceful charm, like a lady bringing guests into her own grand parlor. Emma felt Claire tighten her grip at the sight of all the people.

The usual crowd of men stood at the dark oiled-wood bar or sat at the small tables clustered in front of it. The row of chandeliers sparkled and swung gently with the motion of the steamship. Waiters were setting up the long portable table in preparation for supper. Emma pulled her sister closer, resting her free hand on Claire’s shoulder as they walked on the thick carpet.

“It is just too crowded with all these soldiers,” Mrs. Gibson was saying. She patted her gold necklace. “So many Yankees. I do hope your valuables are somewhere safe?”

Emma was silent. Randall thought everyone they met was out to steal their remaining money and their mother’s gold wedding band. She involuntarily touched the waist of her dress where she had sewn the ring into the seam. She could not possibly lose it. Randall carried their last two gold coins stitched into his trouser cuff.

“Yankees, Em,” Claire breathed. “Look.”

Emma watched two Federal officers stride into the long, narrow saloon through the ornate forward doors. Their uniforms were faded but clean. They looked freshly shaved, bathed—not ragged and sick like the men on the decks. So they had not been in Cahaba or Andersonville prison like the others. But like all Yankees, they seemed to move too quickly and their voices were too loud.

“Come on,” Mrs. Gibson said in a high singsong voice, as though she were cajoling babies. “Don’t stare. Come on, come on.”

Emma tried not to feel annoyed—Mrs. Gibson was a nice woman. She was on her way home to St. Louis, returning from a visit to her family’s plantation near Baton Rouge; she had lived in St. Louis since her marriage ten years before. She was rich. She said she hated Yankees, but she had never missed a meal or spent a night shivering, hiding in a thorn thicket. No one had ever stolen her blankets or emptied her henhouse. Emma was sure Mrs. Gibson had never wished for griddle cakes until her stomach cramped at the thought of warm food.

Mrs. Gibson guided them past the polished bar where men stood smoking cigars and drinking whiskey, past the dark-suited gamblers and well-dressed traveling businessmen. On the far end of the long narrow room, near the doors that led to the more sedate ladies’ cabin, she found an empty table and sat them both down. Then she perched on the edge of her chair, her skirt hoops tilting dangerously upward as she got settled. After a moment of smiling vaguely at nothing at all, she clapped her hands lightly to catch the attention of the Negro waiter.

“In one moment, Ma’am,” he said politely, turning to go back into the kitchen.

“At home,” Mrs. Gibson began without prompting, “we’d do our needlework on the lawn. The house servants would bring lemonade or sometimes mint tea. We’d sit and just talk and sew. The breeze would come over the levee and you could hear the darkies working in the fields singing so beautifully. The most lovely old hymns ….” Her voice trailed off so gradually that Emma wasn’t sure whether Mrs. Gibson had stopped midsentence or if she had just whispered the end of it. She sighed prettily and was about to begin again when the Yankee officers appeared at the table next to them.

Mrs. Gibson looked up impatiently as they pulled back their chairs and seated themselves. One was quite a bit older than the other, Emma noticed. He had gray in his beard.
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