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Chapter One
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Cornfields stretched as far as the eye could see. It was as endless as it was boring for eleven-year-old Ellie Davenport. In the distance stood corrugated metal silos, looking like chess pieces that never moved. Her two brothers, Ray and Steven, were two and three years younger, and a pain in the neck. They often pulled her auburn red pigtails, and teased her about her freckles.  

The Davenports emigrated from England to the United States in 1909 to pursue farming. With their modest savings, they purchased a small farm outside Topeka, Kansas. It was a hard life with unpredictable harvests. But it was not without its rewards. Over the years, Mr. Davenport added to his acreage and by 1922, his land stretched in all directions. It was his dream for the boys to take over the farm when they were older. Corn was king. Ellie’s father knew his business and was optimistic about the future.

Ellie was bright and curious. Her curiosity sometimes led to disaster, like the time she wondered why corn kernels popped when they got hot. Disaster struck when she spread five pounds of popcorn on the asphalt driveway in the heat of the summer. When her father drove home, he thought it had inexplicably snowed. They were still picking out kernels from the front of the house for days.

Her one girlfriend, Jennifer Holmes, lived at a farm five miles away. Ellie became an insatiable reader, causing weekly trips to the library in Topeka. Her brothers, of course, thought that was completely boring and preferred to play baseball after school until it was dark. 

They weren’t the only athletes in the house. Ellie was a star on the girls’ junior basketball team, being at least six inches taller than her classmates. She could shoot as well. She had a promising future in high school until, for some inexplicable reason, Kansas closed down all girls’ basketball in the state. 

One of Ellie’s most endearing traits was her habit of dropping her H’s at the beginning of her words when she was younger. It was ‘ow are you? And I ‘aven’t ‘ad time to finish me ‘omework. This she got from her parents, whose Liverpool accent arrived on American soil intact. By eight, she adjusted to proper English pronunciation, unless she got flustered. After a hair pulling incident from her brothers, it was “I ‘ate you.”

“It won’t be long before the boys will follow you around like moon struck idiots,” Jennifer told Ellie one day. 

“Ewe,” Ellie responded. “I’d rather wear a bag over my head.”

Jennifer was on the team with Ellie as a point guard and could dribble around any opponent with ease. She was faster than most of the boys her age. “Do you ever dream about living somewhere else?” Ellie asked her. 

“Not really,” she confessed. “I guess I’m a small-town girl at heart. What about you, Ellie?”

“I’ve got a case of wanderlust, if I’m honest. I see all these places in the world in my books and almost every one of them seems more exciting than Kansas.”

Normally, Ellie had a sunny disposition. However, thunderclouds could gather rapidly whenever she saw students being bullied. One day, in the fifth grade, she saw an older girl shove a young boy to the ground. She bent over the boy and started yelling at him. “Jews aren’t welcome here. Go home.”  Without thinking, Ellie ran over and grabbed the girl by the hair and almost jerked her off her feet. 

“Leave him alone,” Ellie shouted. “You should be ashamed of yourself.” 

The girl turned for a fight, but Ellie’s height and the look in her eye made her think twice. 

“What’s it to you, Jew lover?” The girl yelled.

“I don’t care whether he’s a Jew or a horse. You’re bigger than he is. Get lost or you’ll live to regret it.”

The girl knew better than to argue and turned and walked away. 

“Are you all right?” Ellie asked. 

“Nothing new about that,” he said. “Thanks for stepping in.”

“You tell that girl, if she or her friends ever try to rough you up again, she can deal with me.”

“You’re my hero. Thanks.” The harassment of one Jewish boy ended that day.

A few days later, her mother called out. “Ellie dear, your father and I and the boys are going into town. It shouldn’t take too long. If you’d like, we can swing by Jenny’s house and bring her back with us. We can take her home after dinner. Should she bring her dolls to play with?”

“Mom, we are twelve now. Dolls are a thing of the past,” Ellie said in her most grownup voice.

“Just the same. I’ll ask her to bring hers along, just in case,” her mother smiled.

“If you must,” Ellie agreed. Secretly, she was glad, but didn’t want to admit it. Ellie waved goodbye to her family, dashed upstairs and opened a small case where her favorite dolls lived. Guinevere needed to have her blonde hair combed. 

It is said that God laughs when we plan. But on that June day, he was certainly crying. Ellie sensed things were amiss when she woke up after falling asleep trying to read a new book, about three in the afternoon. The sky was black above, and on the horizon, it took on a gray-green pallor. This isn’t good, she told herself. 

There had been other tornadoes in years past, but on this fateful day, it was Ellie’s life which spun out of control. Before she made it downstairs, a roar like a freight train slammed into the house, ripping off the roof. Ellie tumbled to the first floor and found the bathroom. As instructed by her parents, she jumped into the bathtub and covered her head with her hands. Where is everyone? Her mind screamed.

The answer to that question would haunt Ellie for the rest of her life. Her parents and siblings were coming back to town in their rusty truck. The boys were in the bed playing with the family dog and Jennifer was squeezed between Ellie’s parents in front. After the tornado ripped their house apart, it headed straight for them. The next day, their bodies were found half-a-mile away. The truck was mangled beyond recognition.

Whatever Ellie imagined her future to be, this was the defining moment. Alone in the world, with no home, no family, and no best friend, Ellie lay in her hospital bed and cried herself to sleep. She wished her brothers were there to pull her hair one more time.

The pastor from the Davenport’s church arrived at the hospital a day after the tornado devastated the community. A parishioner had notified the man about what had happened to Ellie and her family. He stood at the foot of her bed at a loss for words. Ellie looked up at him with tears in her eyes. “Pastor Roberts, I’m all alone. What’s to become of me? How could God let this happen?”

He sat on the edge of her bed and held her hand. “Ellie, I wish I had a simple answer for you, but what’s important now is to find you a place to live.”

“It’s asking a lot, I know. But do you think I could live with Jennifer’s parents for now? She was my best friend.”

“That might be hard for them, having just lost Jennifer, but I will ask,” Pastor Roberts promised.

While the Holmes’ were mourning their own loss, they agreed to take Ellie. How could they not? They lost a daughter, but Ellie lost her entire family. Her first weeks living in Jennifer’s old bedroom were difficult for everyone. Mrs. Holmes doted on Ellie to the point of distraction. “You are smothering the girl,” Mr. Holmes advised. “She needs time to grieve on her own. The most important thing now is to locate her grandparents in England. The problem is we don’t know their names and Ellie has never met them.”

The mailman helped with that mystery a few days later. Fred Stone knew everyone for miles near Ellie’s destroyed home. When a letter arrived for Ellie’s mother, Glennis, with a return address of Liverpool, England, he knew where to take it. At the end of his route for the day, Fred took the letter to the Holmes’ farm and gave it to Esther, Jennifer’s mother. “You may have gotten a break in finding Miss Ellie’s family in England,” he said. 

The letter itself was mostly chit-chat. “How is the family? How is Ellie doing in school?” That kind of thing. Mrs. Holmes showed it to her husband, Darren. “We have to write them about what happened and see if they can take care of Ellie,” he said. “It will be quite the shock, that’s for certain.”

Esther read the letter to Ellie that night at dinner. Her eyes filled with tears. “It’s nice that you found where they live, I suppose,” Ellie said. “I’ve never met them. Why would they want to take me in?”

“You’re family, dear. You are all that is left of their blood. I just hope they are not too old to take care of you. I will write them in the morning and tell them the news,” Esther promised.

England was still reeling from the Great War, and communications were not too reliable. As a result, it took over a month to receive a reply to Mrs. Holmes’ letter.


Dear Mrs. Holmes. As you can understand, your news devastates Gerald and me. Life can be so cruel. We cry each morning at the loss of our daughter and her husband and the two boys. That Ellie was spared is our only consolation. Her photograph sits on the mantle in our lounge. 



Please tell her we would love to have her here in Liverpool and I will raise her like she was my daughter. God rest her soul. Of course, we cannot come to America, as we have our own business to run. It is one of the nicer pubs in the area, and we know nothing of farming. 



Would it be possible to sell the farm and send Ellie our way? We will set aside any money from the sale for Ellie’s education and keep her inheritance safe for the future. I know we are total strangers to the girl, but we will love on her as best we can. 



Please let us know what you think is best for our granddaughter. We have an extra room above the pub where we live, just for her. God bless you for taking her in and helping her through this difficult time. Mable Davenport.
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Ellie listened to the letter from her grandmother with conflicting emotions. On the one hand, it was nice to know that someone in her family seemed willing, perhaps eager, to take her in. But the prospect of leaving the world she knew behind was terrifying. 

Mrs. Holmes could see Ellie’s dilemma written on her face. “Ellie dear, I know this is quite a big step for you, but it’s for the best. I know I shouldn’t have eavesdropped on your conversation with Jenny a while back, but I know you want to leave Kansas for somewhere more to your liking. This could be you chance, don’t you think?”

Ellie’s eyes filled with tears, but she nodded her head, accepting the remark. “It’s not that I hated my home or the life my parents gave me, but I think I’m more of a city girl at heart. You’re right. It’s a big world out there and I want to explore what’s possible. Maybe I’ll want to come back to Kansas someday. Who knows?”

The family attorney who helped Ellie’s father over the years put the farm up for sale. Unusual for the times, Mr. Davenport made a will that spelled out who would inherit if something happened to him and his wife. Ellie and the two boys would split the estate equally. It was almost a premonition which allowed Ellie to be the sole beneficiary since her brothers perished.  

After the mortgage was paid and all debts were settled, Ellie received twenty-thousand dollars for her future. Quite a large sum for an eleven-almost-twelve-year-old girl in 1920.

It was fall before Ellie was ready to begin her journey to Liverpool, England. Mrs. Holmes took her shopping in Topeka to buy some warm clothes. They would come in handy in England during the winter. At least, that was the hope. England in winter was nothing like it was in Kansas. 

Transportation to the east coast by herself was not deemed appropriate, so Mrs. Holmes accompanied Ellie on the train to New York. Ellie spent much of her time with her face glued to the window. It was a whole new world. They spent the night in Philadelphia, where Ellie marveled at the city lights and tall buildings. That was nothing compared to New York City. The Metropolitan Life Insurance Company Tower and the Woolworth Building dominated the skyline. Each were over seven-hundred-feet tall. Ellie couldn’t believe her eyes.

Passage across the Atlantic was more problematic. Esther Holmes contacted the cruise line and made arrangements with a couple traveling to England with a daughter Ellie’s age. They agreed to serve as chaperones during the voyage, though Ellie had her own cabin. Their daughter, Betsy, was a fun-loving, outgoing girl. Once onboard the ship, the two girls raced along the railing until they spotted Mrs. Holmes waving goodbye with tears in her eyes. “Let’s explore,” Betsy encouraged. Before that could happen, Betsy’s parents corralled the two girls and found their cabins, which were next to one another. 

Mrs. Crowell, Betsy’s mother, had an announcement to make once everyone was settled. “Tonight, we are dining at the captain’s table. You two girls need to be on your best behavior. It’s quite an honor.” Fortunately, Ellie had two nice outfits suitable for the occasion, thanks to Mrs. Holmes’s foresight. “Ellie, we are delighted to be with you on your new adventure. If you need anything, please let us know. We promised Mrs. Holmes that we would keep you safe and sound. I only ask one thing of you, dear.”

“And what is that?” Ellie asked nervously.

“Just don’t jump overboard. It will slow things down quite a bit if we have to search for you,” Betsy’s mother grinned.

“I’ll do my best,” Ellie smiled. “I’m an excellent swimmer, but not that good.”

The two girls hit it off immediately. Betsy was smart as a tack and could sense Ellie’s moods whenever she retreated emotionally, occasionally. “Don’t worry, Ellie. I just know your grandparents will be wonderful to you. Maybe they will take you to see the King and Queen. Won’t that be something?”

“It’s time to get dressed for dinner,” Betsy’s mother announced. A little while later, Ellie knocked on the Crowell’s cabin door. “You look lovely, Ellie. Come in. Betsy is almost ready.”

Before they left the cabin, Mrs. Crowell offered a suggestion. “Ellie, dear, have you ever worn your hair down without the pigtails?” 

“I never thought to?” Ellie said. 

“You are such a beautiful girl. Let me fix your hair and see how you like it. What do you think?” Looking in the mirror at her new hairstyle was quite a shock. 

“I don’t recognize me,” Ellie smiled. “I look more grown up.”

“That you do,” Mrs. Crowell smiled. “That you do.”

Dinner at the captain’s table was quite a revelation for Ellie. The men wore dinner jackets, and the women were decked out in their finest jewelry. She had never seen such finery. “My mother always commented on how the other half lived,” Ellie whispered to Betsy. “I guess this is the other half.”

Despite the dazzling dresses and glittering finery, Ellie and Betsy grew bored with the adult conversation after a while. The stock market, hunting trips and art galleries made their eyes glaze over. Jolted out of her thoughts, the captain focused on Ellie. “Young lady, it saddened me to learn the reasons you have joined us on this voyage. If there is anything I can do to improve your journey, I am at your service.”

All eyes turned in Ellie’s direction. It took her a moment to respond. “That is very nice of you, sir. If it weren’t for the kindness of Mr. and Mrs. Crowell, it would have been a lonely time.” Her face suddenly lit up. “Actually, there is something you could do. My new friend Betsy and I would love a tour of your ship, especially below deck, where the engines are.”

The captain was delighted. “I will give you a personal tour,” he promised. “Tomorrow morning early would be a perfect time.”

“Thank you so much. We will be ready,” Ellie beamed. Betsy was over the moon.

Of course, the other guests were now curious about Ellie’s circumstances, but were polite enough not to ask directly. Later that evening, a woman who turned out to be an inveterate gossip approached Mrs. Crowell and wouldn’t be denied the whole story. By the next afternoon, many at the captain’s table were informed. 

One unexpected event was the delivery of a large flower arrangement to Ellie’s cabin with a note attached. “We are so sorry about your family. Just remember, God loves you.”

While Ellie and her family went to church in Topeka, this was the first time anyone had said such a thing to her. Food for thought, Ellie determined.

The tour of the ship’s underbelly was a complete success. Ellie and Betsy held their ears at the cacophonous sounds of the massive engines propelling them toward England. “I feel like an ant at a picnic,” Ellie yelled to the captain. 

“The engines need to be colossal for them to move hundreds-of-thousands-of-pounds across the water,” the captain smiled. It wasn’t lost on Ellie how hard the men were working below decks to make their trip seem effortless.

When Ellie was alone, she couldn’t stop wondering what kind of reception she would experience from her grandparents. She tried not to imagine the worst. Would they resent having to take in a young girl long after their parenting days were behind them? What would school in Liverpool be like? Would she be accepted or be the odd girl out? Alone in her cabin, it occurred to her she needed help to sort out all her fears. She remembered the note that came with the flowers, reminding her that God loved her. God, if you love me, please help me find my way in England. You must live there too, not just in Kansas. Amen.

Two days from port, Ellie was awakened around midnight. She wondered why she was clutching the side of her bed. Moments later, a piercing blast from the ship’s horns sounded the alarm. Ellie jumped out of bed and almost fell over. The floor was listing toward the cabin door. She made her way outside and saw crew members and guest alike, racing about in a panic. The next thing she heard was the captain’s voice. “Ladies and gentlemen, please remain calm and proceed to the bow of the ship. All passengers below decks should do so as well. We will explain our situation. There is no need to panic.”

His calm demeanor settled everyone considerably. Fifteen minutes later, all the passengers in various states of dress congregated on the deck at the bow of the ship. When the captain had their attention, he addressed the assembled crowd. “One of the ship’s engines failed. The resulting explosion allowed water to enter one of the starboard bulkheads at our stern. That is why the ship is now listing. I assure you that the water incursion has been contained and ballast pumps should be able to keep our problem from getting worse. I ask you all to return to your cabins knowing that you are safe and our journey to England will only be slowed by a few hours.” To lighten the mood, he added, “You have not had too much to drink, though it might seem that way.” That brought a relieved chuckle from the passengers. 

Ellie spotted Betsy and her mother, Sharon, in the crowd and made her way to them. “Are you all right?” Mrs. Crowell asked.

“I am now,” Ellie said. “Would you mind if I slept in your cabin for the rest of the night?”

“Of course, dear. Let’s make an adventure of it, shall we?”

The next morning, the ship had righted itself but not for a good reason. Water had now penetrated the other side of the ship so that the stern was slowly sinking deeper into the water. The bow was now pointing upwards by several degrees. The situation was not lost on the passengers. Things worsened throughout the day, and by midnight, the captain spoke to the passengers over the ship’s intercom. “Ladies and gentlemen. In the morning, we will conduct a life boat drill just to make sure you will all remain safe if our situation worsens. Should it be necessary to abandon the ship, another vessel which has been notified of our situation will rescue us. We may get to port in our current condition, but rest assured, we are prepared for any eventuality.”

“I wonder what he isn’t telling us,” Mr. Crowell muttered under his breath.

“I have every confidence in our captain,” Ellie blurted out. “He is such a nice man.”

The next morning, everyone was in a panic. The bow of the ship was almost out of the water. Crew members assembled the passengers near their lifeboat stations. “Unfortunately, this is not a drill,” the captain announced. “Women and children are to proceed first and get into your assigned lifeboat.”

Edwin Crowell encouraged his wife, Betsy, and Ellie to do so. Before he could stop her, Ellie raced back to her cabin and retrieved a photograph of her parents she had saved from the wreckage of her home after the tornado. She reappeared, out of breath, and got into the lifeboat with her friend Betsy and her mother.

Remarkably, the evacuation went smoothly, all things considered. There were a few cowardly men who tried to jump into the lifeboats with the women at the last moment. One or two fell into the sea and were never recovered. Crew members rowed the lifeboats away from the ship after all the passengers were safely on board. The last to leave was the captain and his staff. Seas were relatively calm and after much maneuvering, the lifeboats gathered in one spot where the captain addressed them. “The ship may not sink, but I felt it best to assure that should it occur, you will all be safe. Another ship is near and should arrive before dark. In the meantime, try to get comfortable. There is water and provisions in each of your lifeboats.”

The captain’s estimate of their rescue proved overly optimistic. By nightfall, the seas grew choppy, and no ship was in sight. The cries of some women and children drifted over the waters. Ellie and Becky held each other tight. Before it was seen, the rescue ship was heard. A long blast of its ship’s horn elicited cheers from the now near freezing passengers. Twenty minutes later, HMS Cochran appeared with its searchlights blazing. 

Ellie’s confidence in the captain never wavered. It was Ellie who encouraged some adults on her lifeboat not to give up hope. By two in the morning, all the passengers were on board their rescue ship and were served hot coffee and given blankets to keep them warm. 

At dawn, the biggest surprise occurred. Two tugboats passed them on their way to see if their cruise ship could be towed back to port in its precarious position. Everyone crossed their fingers, hoping that their belongings might be rescued. Amazingly, two days later, the tugs hauled the ship back to port. Ellie learned a lot about herself during the crisis. It would inform her in the years ahead. 
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