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Dedication
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I dedicate this book to my great, great grandmother, Hannah Hardy Eckersley. 

She left her beloved England and traveled to America, leaving her loved ones to seek a better life. Little did she know what trials were awaiting her once she arrived and how it would change her life. If she had known, would she have made the trip?
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Hannah watched the Mighty Mississippi as the steamboat paddled upstream. This was the first time she had ever been on a riverboat and she was impressed. 

Her six-year-old daughter, Sarah, tapped her arm and gracefully spoke with her hands in sign language. “Look at that big fish, Mother.”

Hannah smiled and gave a nod.

“That’s a catfish,” said Hannah. “They can get huge.”

She always spoke when hand-signing to her daughter, so she could learn to read lips. It was important to know what someone was saying because the average person didn’t understand sign language.

Tilting her head curiously, Sarah signed, “A catfish?”

Her daughter was intrigued with this new word and repeated it several times so she wouldn’t forget it. The joy in her eyes was obvious. To her, this trip was an adventure but to Hannah it was a necessity. 

“Where are we going, Mother?” signed Sarah excitedly. 

“I’m not sure,” said Hannah with a shrug. “All I know is that we’re leaving St. Louis for good. And we’re not going back.”

“Why, Mother?”

“I don’t feel safe there.”

At that moment, an elderly gentleman with a full beard walked up to them and cleared his throat. He was dressed in a suit coat and looked quite distinguished as he approached them.

“Pardon me, ma’am. But I was watching you as you spoke to your daughter. Is she deaf?”

Hannah nodded.

“Was she born that way?”

“No, sir. She lost her hearing from a prolonged illness.”

With a shake of his head, he said softly, “I’m sorry. How long did it take to teach her sign language?”

“It’s been five years, ever since she was a year old. I had to teach myself first. Then I taught her.”

“Impressive! Does she go to school? She looks old enough.”

Hannah shook her head. “Who could teach her? She can’t hear or speak. The teacher would have to know sign language. Therefore, I have to be her teacher.”

With a kind smile, the gentleman introduced himself. “I’m Mr. Graham, the principal at Willow Valley Elementary School. I just hired a young teacher who took a college course in sign language. Some colleges are now requiring teachers to take such a class.”

“They actually teach it at college?” asked Hannah with surprise. 

“Of course. The first school for the deaf was founded in Hartford, Connecticut in 1817. But that’s not the only school around. There’s a school for the deaf in several states. I’m amazed how quickly the education system has grown. We were lucky to find someone who took the course. Check with your own school. They might have someone there who knows sign language. You never know.”

Tilting her head curiously, Hannah asked, “Did you say you were from Willow Valley? Where is that?”

He motioned northward. “Upstream from here. It’s not far. It sits alongside the Mississippi River.”

“Is it a large city like St. Louis?” she asked with wariness. 

The last place she wanted to settle down was in a big city. She couldn’t get away from St. Louis fast enough and for a very good reason. She didn’t dare walk the streets without being accompanied.

“Nope! It’s not large at all. We do have a small college that we’re proud of, but we’re not very big. Not to brag, but it’s a friendly place, if I do say so myself.”

Glancing down at her daughter, Hannah smiled. “Perhaps I’ll check out Willow Valley and see what it’s like. We just left St. Louis. I don’t care for huge cities and I’m looking for a safe place to raise my daughter. This just might be the place I’m looking for.” 

“Is that so?” Glancing around the deck, Mr. Graham asked, “Where is your husband? What does he feel about this move? What if he doesn’t agree?”

Knowing the subject was going to come up in her travels, she was prepared for an answer. “Sir, my husband passed on three years ago. So I’ve been working as a maid at the Planter Hotel.”

Graham’s brow rose. “The Planter Hotel? That’s the largest in St. Louis. And they pay well, too. I’m not sure if you’ll be able to find a job that good in Willow Valley.”

“I don’t want to be a maid any longer,” she said adamantly. “For the past three years, I’ve been scrimping and saving enough money to start my own business. I want to be independent. I want to do something I enjoy.”

Raising his brow, the man looked skeptical. “A woman owning her own business? Are you sure you know what you’re getting yourself into? It’s not easy to own a business. There’s a lot to consider before making such a decision. You might be biting off more than you can chew.”

Without another word, Hannah pulled out a small book from her bag and held it up to Mr. Graham’s face.

His eyes widened as he read aloud: “How to Start Your Own Business.” Looking at Hannah with surprise, he shook his head in amazement. “Oh my! I guess you’re prepared, after all. You don’t see many women who own a business. What are you interested in?”

“I’m going to sell hot chocolate. The recipe is one I’ve been experimenting with, and the staff at the hotel brags about how delicious it is. When they ask me for my recipe, I just tell them that I can’t give away my secrets.”

“Very wise, indeed. Otherwise you might have competition.” 

Glancing down at her little daughter, Hannah said, “It was Sarah’s idea. She encouraged me to do it.”

He gave a deep sigh and said, “It sounds like you’re determined. I guess I couldn’t talk you out of it, could I?”

She shook her head.

“I didn’t think so. In that case, maybe I can help. I noticed a rental sign on a small store down at Town Square. You’d do good to check it out. It might be out of your price range but it does have an attic that you can turn into living quarters. That would help you so you won’t have to pay rent on an apartment. A place to live can eat up your money faster than you can believe.”

A feeling of joy spread over her, letting her know this was the right decision. With gratitude, she said, “Thank you. Thank you so much. I’ll check it out.”

Mr. Graham wrote down the address and the name of the proprietor. As he handed it to her, he said, “Mr. O’Brien wants to have renters in his building to prevent rapscallions from causing mischief. Beware, though. He’s a tough old bird. He may seem stern, but he does have a kind heart. Good luck! You’ll need it.” 

“Thank you, sir,” said Hannah as she placed the address in her bag.

He furrowed his brow and shook his head. “Just a little warning, ma’am. Owning your own business can be difficult and it won’t be easy by a long shot. It will take a strong woman to make it work and I’m not sure if you have that kind of endurance. After a couple of months, you might give up.”

As he turned to leave, she drew in a deep breath and slowly let it out. He had mentioned that she would need endurance. Hannah had endured a lot during the past few years. The decision to leave England was not an easy one, leaving her family behind. But she and her husband wanted to start a new life.

On the ship bound for America, her one-year-old daughter became deathly ill. Through much prayer and faith, little Sarah revived but not completely. After they arrived in St. Louis, Hannah noticed that something was wrong. When she had expressed her fears to her husband, he shot a gun off in the air and little Sarah did not respond. Apparently the high fever on the ship had left Sarah deaf. It broke Hannah’s heart but she thanked God for allowing her daughter to live. 

Little did Hannah know that was not the only trial she would have to bear. 

Two years after arriving in America, the sheriff stood at her doorway and gave her the dreadful news that her husband was found murdered on the streets of St. Louis. That was her darkest hour. 

That night she poured her heart out to God. Falling upon her knees, Hannah wept. She had no one else to turn to for help.

“I feel so lost...so alone,” she prayed. “I thought I was inspired to come to America and start a new life. But it has been one trial after another since we arrived here. I don’t think I can go on like this much longer. I feel so alone...so dreadfully alone.” Looking Heavenward with tears streaming down her cheeks, Hannah wept. “Where is the light at the end of the tunnel? There must be a light. There has to be! Was it a mistake to come to America?”

At that moment, a feeling of warmth spread over her. It felt as if her Savior had come down and wrapped his arms around her to comfort her. At that moment, words of comfort entered her mind: “You are not alone. I am with you. Have faith, my child. Don’t lose hope.”

Hannah knew God was watching over her. She had to have faith. 

Was it just a coincidence that she had met Mr. Graham? No! It wasn’t a coincidence. God was watching over her as He had promised. 

With all her sorrows behind her, Hannah looked forward to a new life with her daughter. Being unsure where they would end up made her feel a little uneasy, but she tried to consider it as sort of an adventure. 
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Mr. O’Brien pointed to a couple of small tables and chairs at the front of the shop and said, “If you don’t want those, just put them in the attic. The last renters left them behind. He made them for his customers.”

When Sarah tugged on the man’s pant leg, Mr. O’Brien looked down at the little girl with a questioning look. “Yes? What is it, young lady? Did you want something?”

She nodded.

“Well? Speak up? What’s on your mind?”

Very gracefully, Sarah spoke with her delicate hands. Hannah was so proud of her daughter. She was not shy at all. She enjoyed carrying on a conversation with Sarah, just to watch her dainty fingers speak. Her daughter was so amazing.

When O’Brien looked confused, Hannah said, “Sarah likes the brown paint on the outside of the building because it reminds her of hot chocolate.”

O’Brien raised his brow. “She’s deaf?”

Hannah nodded.

“From birth?”

“No. From a prolonged illness.”

“How long ago?”

“Five years. I’ve been teaching her sign language. She is very smart. I’ve found that she learns quickly and retains more than I do.”

Sarah tugged on his pant leg once again and he looked down curiously as he watched her speak with her hands.

“Sarah noticed that you have blue eyes like her,” said Hannah.

When Sarah smiled, Hannah watched Mr. O’Brien’s response. Apparently her adorable smile had an effect on the crotchety old man because Mr. O’Brien’s stern attitude changed. His hard shell seemed to peal away and his eyes softened. 

“No,” said Mr. O’Brien with a gentle smile. “Yours are much bluer and prettier than mine.” 

Sarah placed her fingers on her lips. Flattening her hand, she moved it toward Mr. O’Brien as if blowing a kiss to him. 

“Sarah said: thank you,” explained Hannah.

Her gesture seemed to touch his heart because he stooped down to her level and said, “You’re very welcome.”

When Sarah placed her small hand on his cheek and smiled, he blinked back the moisture in his eyes and said, “You’re such a precious little thing.” Rising to his feet, he cleared his throat and said, “Starting a new business can be very difficult. It’s not easy in the beginning. It takes time for the word to spread. I want you to succeed. I don’t usually do this, but I’m making an exception. Your first month’s rent will be half of what I’m asking. That’s just to help you get started. The second month will be the price we agreed on.”

Hannah was shocked. Her landlord’s rough exterior had gradually melted away. 

Not wanting the place to remain empty, he had lowered the rent slightly. The price seemed reasonable, so she accepted his offer. But... to give her half price for the first month was so generous and something she did not expect. Hannah figured it had something to do with Sarah. Her daughter had spoken to him through sign language and touched his heart. It was obvious when he knelt on the floor and spoke to her.

Handing her the key to the building, O’Brien said, “If you need anything, let me know.”

With that said, he headed out the door. 

Hannah smiled as she watched him leave. Mr. Graham was right. O’Brien had a kind heart under that rough exterior. Now it was time to check out the attic. Hannah wanted to take advantage of it and save money by not renting an apartment.

Excitedly, she and Sarah climbed the steps toward their new living space. As she opened the door, Hannah was pleasantly surprised. The room was quite large. It would be easy to have their bedroom at one end and their sitting room at the other end.

Sarah’s eyes brightened as she spoke with her small hands. “You said I could go to school, Mother.”

Hannah nodded. “Yes, dear. I did.”

“When?”

“Tomorrow. I’ll take you to school and we’ll meet your teacher. It’s only a block from our home.”

The enthusiasm in her daughter’s face as she looked up at Hannah was breathtaking. She had once told her daughter that she could not go to school with the other children because the teacher wouldn’t know how to speak to her. Now her daughter had hope in her eyes and she clapped her hands together with delight.

When Hannah saw the joy in her daughter’s face, she whispered a prayer of thanks. She was grateful she had listened to the still small voice that encouraged her to leave on the riverboat that very day.

When Hannah saw her daughter gazing intently out the window, she stepped toward her and noticed that she was watching the owner of Gordon’s Leather Shoppe. He was sweeping the boardwalk in front of his store. 

Hannah’s shop was located at Town Square. Her shop was on the corner and the Leather Shoppe was on the next street to her left. So it was easy to see his store from her window.

After leaning his broom against the building, the gentleman sat down on a bench in front of his shop and folded his arms over his chest. He was a good-looking gentleman with a well-trimmed beard. When he looked up at the tree next to Hannah’s attic window and stared at it with great interest, she followed his eyes and saw what he was looking at.

Tapping her daughter on the shoulder, she pointed to two baby birds with their mouths wide open, begging for food. After feeding one of the babies, the mother flew off to get more food. Sarah clapped her hands in delight as she watched the birds. Soon, the mother returned with another mouthful of food. It was so interesting to watch the bird as she took care
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