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Part One: Leaving
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Me, Lulie

 

Lately, of a morning, Ma would heave a sad sigh and say, "Lulie, the day's comin' when you'll have to leave home."

Lest she thought I hankered to set out on my own, I'd smile, shake my head and push her words into my ponder corner. 

My right name is Lucinda Lee, after Ma's good friend, Lucinda Lee Moffitt, but everybody calls me Lulie. The Moffitts moved to Independence right before I was born in 1833. Ma and Lucinda wrote letters back and forth until they left in '43 with the first big wagon train going to Oregon Country. The last letter Ma got was a year later, when they arrived in Oregon City. 

Ma took sick last spring. Her cheeks got hollow and her eyes sunk in to where she hardly looked like the pretty lady she truly was. When we went to the Littlefield General Store, Pa didn't warn her not to talk with other men.

Pa talked to the ladies. One time, when him and Ma and me were on our way to the General Store, we passed the saloon and a lady leaned out of an upstairs window and called to him. "Rolfe, why don't you come on up and help me pay my bills?" He grinned up at her and said, "Another day, Belle." Pa paid our bills, but I never knew he helped anyone else with theirs.

Next day, when Ma and me were alone, she told me about men and their animal instincts. She said all men had them, but Pa was a handsome man, and women were drawn to him, so his were stronger than most. Snap quick, I knew what she was talking about, but I was too embarrassed to admit it. In our family, Pa tended the boys--his sons by his first wife--and Ma tended me. When I was about seven, and they were nine and eleven, Curt and Carl led me to where two of the neighbor's hunting dogs were mating out back of our barn.

"Look, Lulie. Look at his spike. Near as big as Pa's." They carried on, hooting and hollering, and I ran back to the house.

From then on, every time I heard Ma and Pa bed-thrashing, that memory made me shudder. The way the male dog grunted and panted as if possessed. Pa made sounds like that now, even with Ma too sick to have interest in her wife duties.

On my pallet beside the fireplace, I'd hold the pillow tight over my ears and cry. I asked God to make Pa stop hurting Ma. But God didn't do it.
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We didn't take special notice of birthdays, but on March 12th, when I turned fourteen, Ma and me went to pick sponge mushrooms for supper. They grew close to the trunks of elms in the woods between our house and Littlefield. We hadn't gone far when she stopped under a big bur oak, to steady herself with an arm that was more bone than flesh.

"Lulie, take a good look at this tree, so you can find it again when you need to."

"Why? It ain't an elm."

She sighed. "Just do it, girl."

"Well, it's got a strange scar where a limb broke off."

She gripped my shoulder with her free hand. "Yes, it's our tree. Don't tell nobody else about it."

"I won't, Ma." Whatever was important to her was important to me, even if I didn't understand why.
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The day she died, Pa and my half-brothers were in the fields planting hemp. I was tending Ma, washing her face when she spit up what little medicinal tea I could get her to drink.

"Lulie, quit fussin' and sit." She patted the quilt. Her hand barely moved, but her voice was strong. "The time's at hand when you'll have to leave."

"Not now, Ma. Not while you're sick and need me to tend you." Why would she think such a thing?

"Hush, girl, and listen. You remember our tree? Out in the woods?" When I nodded, she went on talking. "Dig down where I was standin'. You'll find an old cook pot with travelin' goods in it and some money. Where I got the money don't matter. Use fifty dollars of it to buy yourself a horse and saddle. Ride to Independence fast as you can. Join up with a wagon train headin' for Oregon City. The Moffitts will take you in."

Join a wagon train bound for Oregon? And why would the Moffits need to take me in? She was scaring me with such wild talk. Maybe mixing up real life with that little book she liked so much, Carrie Murrel's Overland Journey.

She'd rested a minute, but now opened her eyes and gave me a fierce look. "Listen to me, Lulie." Her near-black hair tangled around her face on the old, flat pillow. She squinted, clenched her teeth, and swallowed hard. I'd seen her do that many times since she took sick. After a bit, she grabbed my hand and held it tight while she told me exactly what I needed to do and how to do it. 

"Do you understand, Lulie?" Her expression begged me to say I did.

"Yes. But truly, Ma, I don't see why--"

"Here's why!" She spat the words as if they tasted bad in her mouth. When I heard her whole story, I sat dead still, heavy as if I'd swallowed a big rock.

"No, Ma." I shook my head, not wanting to believe her. She was sick and her mind was exaggerating things.

"I'm dyin', Lulie." Her fingers clutched mine, and she lifted her head off the pillow. "You're fourteen. I've kept your pa away from you by doin' every disgustin' thing he wanted me to do. But soon's I'm in the ground, he'll come lookin' for you. For something different than he can get in town. Don't look for help from the boys. They'll play like they're asleep."

I couldn't draw a deep breath. "None of that will happen, Ma. You'll get better and--"

Her words loosed unsettling memories. I wore my brothers' hand-me-down clothes and sometimes walking past behind me, Pa would grab and squeeze my backside. Or stroke my suspenders up and down over my flat chest, until I pushed him away. At those times, his half-lidded eyes smoldered with a Peculiar Look.

I slumped, my body turned to mush.

"You got to run soon's I'm gone," she said softly. "Not one day longer. Don't fail me, Lulie. I love you."
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The morning after Ma's funeral, I baked biscuits, and fried bacon and eggs for Pa and my half-brothers. They were shadow shapes, sitting at the table, eating, drinking coffee. The house was dark. The only light it ever had was gone.

Pa pushed back from eating breakfast, hooked his thumbs in his suspenders and looked me up and down. "You are a sorrowful sight. Mopin' and cryin' won't bring your ma back."

His face took on that Peculiar Look I had not wanted to recognize. The biscuits and eggs rose up in my throat. I swallowed hard, unable to speak. 

He got up, came around the table and put his hands on my shoulders. Under my shirt, my skin shriveled away from his touch.

"You'll be all right," he said. "You'll keep busy, doin' all your ma's chores."

...all your ma's chores. My whole body caught fire, my stomach clinched, my eyesight blurred. I leapt up, the chair crashing over behind me as I bolted for the front porch. Pa followed and watched while I emptied my breakfast into the dirt. I leaned against a porch support, spitting.

"You ain't gettin' sick, like your ma, are you?"

"I wish I was. I'd as soon die as live here without her."

"That's crazy talk. Do your mornin' chores, then sit for a spell." 

"Goin' to the bog." My voice sounded thick. "To cut cattails."

He was so quiet, I thought he'd gone, but then he said, "Suit yourself."

Through eyes bleary with hate and revulsion, I watched him harness Big Brown and head around the house toward the field. He yelled at my half-brothers to come along. Their voices faded as they walked out of sight. Normal as if they buried a loved one every day of the week.

As if sleep walking, I set out to do what Ma had said. Fetched a flour sack to hold what was in the cook pot. I couldn't take extra clothes or Pa would notice. I would leave wearing a hand-me-down flannel shirt--it being early in the spring--and twill pants. Curt and Carl didn't wear anything under them, but Ma sewed cotton drawers for me.

Clutching the sack and Ma's scissors and hand mirror, I went into the woods, to our tree, and the buried cook pot. Stuffed inside it was a change of clothes and a leather pouch, tied with a leather strip. When I opened it, out plunked two gold double eagles, two gold half-eagles, two gold quarter-eagles, and three silver dimes. Where had she got that money? How had she slipped it past Pa?

The pot also held chew sticks. A comb. A pocketknife. Every boy carried one. Ma had told me that I was to pretend to be a boy. That part would be easy. I wasn't pretty like Ma.

A looser leather cord held together what looked like a bundle of rags. When I undone the bundle, I couldn't make sense of it. One piece was a wide band, like a belt, with tie tapes and buttons, two in front and two in back. Other pieces were narrower strips, with buttonholes in the ends. They must fit together, but what for? Didn't matter. Ma had prepared the bundle for me and I would take it.

At the bottom of the pot, was Carrie Murrel's journal. I held it close for a minute. It would be the only reminder of her I could take with me.

Tears threatened. I wouldn't ever be able to put flowers on her grave. In my mind's eye, I saw her marker: Celia Amelia Weidemann. October 6, 1811 --May 6, 1847. Celia Amelia. Too pretty a name to be followed by Weidemann. And ten times worse: Beloved Wife of Rolfe Weidemann. Beloved! The biggest lie ever, chiseled in stone.

I shoved everything into my carry sack. Time to cut my hair. The final step before I left.

I picked up the scissors to cut off my braids, which brought memories of Ma and me, looking at an advertisement in a tattered copy of a magazine. Women wearing bonnets, with little springy curls sticking out of each side. It was real hair, but it wasn't theirs. It was switches of hair sewn into the sides of the bonnet. Sun blond hair like mine was the most popular. That's why she'd told me to save my braids to sell.

Pa's voice shattered that memory. My heart peppered up. Why had he come back to the house? Ma had made it sound possible, to run away, but here he was, checking up on me, after less than an hour. Snap quick, I buried everything and covered the dirt with leaves. I got to my feet, and brushed dirt off my pants as I cut through the woods to the path from the privy.

Pa stood on the front porch, looking this way and that. When he spotted me walking out of the woods, he said, "I thought you was goin' into the marsh." 

"After chores." Talking and walking like I was half-dead was easy. That's how I felt. I let the chickens out of their coop and headed for the shed to milk the cow. Pa watched, like he'd never seen Ma or me do that a hundred times. Had he searched the house and noticed Ma's hand-mirror missing?

I milked the cow and turned her out to pasture. By then, Pa was gone. Watching sideways until my eyes hurt, I poured the milk into stoneware jugs and took them to the spring house.

Chores done, I went back to the buried pot and dug everything up again. This time I didn't hesitate to whack off my braids up close to my head. Looking in the mirror, I managed to make my hair look like the boys'. I reburied the pot, scattered the hair trimmings amongst the leaves and stuffed the braids into my carry sack.

After cleaning the scissors, I went back into the house, holding them like a knife. If Pa showed up again, I'd stab him right in the heart. I surely would. It was like someone else was inside me, moving my arms and legs.

I put away the telltale items and grabbed an old hat that had belonged to Carl, the youngest of my half-brothers. I'd wore it before in the marsh and it was part of Ma's plan.

I picked up a little oil painting of Ma and her Aunt Nettie. Ma's parents had died in a flood following the last of the New Madrid earthquakes, on February 7, 1812. Ma had been only four months old and she'd been raised by her Aunt Nettie.

In the painting, Ma was sixteen, and already beautiful. With her near-black hair tied with a wide bow, and wearing a simple dress, she stood slightly in front of her aunt. Her eyes stared solemnly at me, but her mouth had that little smile that I loved so much. I swallowed a sob and wiped my eyes.

I couldn't take the painting with me. It sat on the mantel in plain sight, and Pa would surely notice if it was gone. All I had to remember Ma by was Carrie Murrel's Overland Journey. 

Flour sack in hand, I took off walking toward the marsh. My feet went faster and faster, until I was bounding along like a rabbit on the run. I was never coming back. Not alive, anyways.
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Otis, Toby, and Thomas Stone

 

With the flour sack, tied with the leather thong, flung over my shoulder, I picked my way through the marshland. I'd took off my shoes and rolled up my pant legs. I knew the path, but sometimes it was under a couple inches of water. I carried a long stick to probe for jelly-mud holes. Most were only deep enough to swallow a dog, but folks said some were bottomless.

May 7th sun was peevish, sometimes warm enough to bring up the musty bog smell, sometimes slipping behind flat gray clouds, and set me shivering. Our plowed fields ran east and west from the house. South, through five miles of woods, we came to Littlefield. North, through an equal five miles of marshland, was Amesville. We hardly ever went there because either way to it was a long ways around the edge of the marsh.

I was going straight across. Near the middle was a big stand of cattails. Ma and me used to cut new shoots to add to wintered-over potatoes. Next to it was a bog-hole so deep we'd never found a stick long enough to reach bottom. 

From time to time, I'd get a shivery feeling, as if Pa was about to reach out and grab my shirt collar. My heart would pepper up, and I'd whip around, to see only swaying bulrushes and red-winged blackbirds. Pa wouldn't follow, I told myself. He didn't know the path. He might not step into a bog-hole and drown, but he'd get his boots and pants soaked, and it would take him a long time to find his way out.

Part of the morning was gone before I reached the cattail stand. The channel between me and it was maybe nine feet wide. An underhand throw put Carl's hat about midway across. For a minute, I watched, fearful it might sink, but it laid there, right at home with the dead bulrushes and weeds.

One more part of the plan done, I set my mind on Amesville. Ma had said to find a horse trader named Otis. She'd seen him once at the livery stable in Littlefield and knew right off he was an honest man. 

 I counted my blessings every time the sun came out long enough to warm me. My right arm got tired of probing, and I switched carry sack and stick. It was hard going, watching out for snakes and bog-holes, and not nearly as fast as I'd hoped. I crawled up on the north bank of the marsh, aching all over and sat down only long enough to put on my shoes and unroll my pant legs. By now the sun was shining and Amesville soon came into sight.

The town was small enough that the trader was easy to find. He lived north of it, in a shack amongst a stand of scrubby oaks. Next to the shack was a peeled-pole corral that held about a dozen horses and some mules. So's not to call attention to myself, Ma had said to choose a plain-looking gelding. That wouldn't be hard because most of those in the corral were brown, with black manes and tails.

A man I took to be Otis leaned against the fence, watching two men inside the corral, looking at a gelding. One ran his hands along its legs and the other man held its halter and looked at its teeth. I sidled up next to Otis and watched them. Whichever horse they almost bought would be good enough for me.

They moved on to examine a different horse. That one was smallish and sturdy. Reddish brown, with black mane and tail and black legs with no socks. Only a little patch of white on his forehead. He looked straight at me, his big eyes asking me to rescue him. 

Our plow horse, Big Brown, never appeared to care who tended him, so that feeling of sudden friendliness from an animal was new to me. "My horse," I said softly.

"How much for this one?" one of the men asked.

"Seventy-five," Otis replied.

"Why so much? He ain't even shod, and he don't look special."

"He's been trained Indian style. Don't need no bridle. Goes along fine without a bit."

The man grunted. "He'd damn well wear one if I owned him."

Both men moved away from the Indian-trained horse and went after the first one they'd looked at. While they settled with Otis--that horse was twenty dollars cheaper--I looked the horses over again, wondering which one would cost fifty dollars.

Soon's the men left, Otis went into the corral, led out the red-brown gelding and brought him to me. "This here's Toby, your bay horse."

Even though I had spoken softly, Otis must have heard me. I shook my head. "I don't have seventy-five dollars."

"How much you got?"

"Fifty, but that has to include his gear." I near bit my tongue. Surely a mistake to admit how much money I had. For the first time, I looked directly at Otis. He had a pleasant face, with deep grooves on each side of his mouth, and brown eyes darker than mine.

He grinned. "Lucky for you, this horse comes with gear, and I'll let him go for fifty."

Twenty-five dollars less than he'd said before? "Because he's Indian trained?" 

"He ain't Indian trained. I said that to scare off those two men." He took a deep breath. "Toby was brought in this mornin' by an old man said he was near to dyin'. Him, not the horse. He couldn't stand the thought of Toby goin' to his mean-spirited kin. He begged me to sell him to someone who'd take good care of him. And here you show up." 

How would Otis know I'd take good care of Toby? He must be storying me.

He nodded toward a saddle, and reins with brass clips, hanging on the top rail of the corral. "That's his gear. You go ahead and saddle up, whilst I write up the bill o' sale." As he headed for the shack, he asked, "Who do I make it out to."

"Julius Miller." Ma and me had settled on Julius because it sounded enough like Lulie that if someone called me, I'd answer. Miller because it was one of the most common names around.

Otis appeared determined I should have that horse. Toby looked all right to me, and the two men had liked him well enough before they found out how much he cost. He was probably the best I could do for fifty dollars, including gear. 

As I saddled up, my eyes filled with tears. About a year ago, while Pa was at the saloon in Littlefield, Ma had taken me to the livery stable and made me learn how to saddle and bridle a horse. "In case she ever has to," Ma had told the stableman. She gave him her beautiful smile and touched his hand. "Her pa don't need to know."

The stableman winked and grinned. Not everyone in Littlefield liked my pa. The memories came back so sharp and clear, I could smell the hay and manure of the livery stable and feel the leather under my fingers, as I practiced what Ma said I needed to know.

When Otis came out of the shack, holding a worn felt hat in one hand, I gave him the double eagles and half-eagles. He glanced at the coins and then at me. "He ain't Indian-trained, but he is halter-trained." 

I swallowed a groan.

"Now, don't get all het up." He clipped the brass snaps onto the nose-band side rings. "Alls you do is, when you want him to go forward, hold the reins loose, cluck your tongue, say 'up' and nudge him with your heels. Go right, pretend as if you're pullin' the right rein, only don't. Instead reach forward and let the left rein lay on his neck. Go left, same thing, only in reverse. Stop, pull back easy on both reins and say 'whoa'." He ran one finger over the brass buckle on the left side of the halter. Like the rings, it was shiny. Halter and saddle leather looked well-cared for. Maybe the story about the old man was true. 

Otis stood back and looked at me. "He'll never get cranky from havin' a sore mouth." He handed me the hat. "Another man left this. Too small for me. A mite big for you, but will protect your head, nonetheless."

Ma had been right about him. Not only was he an honest man, but a generous one. That is, unless Toby dropped dead after a couple of miles.
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The bill of sale rustled in my pants pocket, and the flour sack tied to the saddle horn bumped against my leg. The horse deal had taken less than half an hour, but if Pa hadn't fallen for the mud-bog trick and was looking for me, that was one less half-hour I was ahead of him.

Much as I wanted to hurry, I couldn't. I wasn't used to riding a horse. Would be, by the time I got to Independence. I hoped all the wagon trains hadn't already left.

It came to me that eventually someone would ask where I hailed from. I couldn't say Littlefield or even Amesville. Where, then? I tried to remember names of places someone had mentioned, or I'd read about in the Saturday Evening Post. 

Utica. Now where had I heard that? Oh, yes. Utica was Carrie Murrel's hometown. I'd have to get out her journal and read what she wrote. All I could remember, off hand, was it was somewhere in northern Missouri, between the Mississippi and the Missouri rivers.

I hadn't eaten since breakfast, and I'd vomited that. Now, my stomach was enough settled that I was hungry. As I experimented with reining Toby this way and that, I watched the road's edge for clover. 

My backside and legs were too sore to ride any faster than a walk. Besides, I wasn't sure this was the right road. A wagon driver had said it would connect to one leading to Independence, but it seemed to me it was going the wrong direction. It had to be a back road. Weeds and grass--and sometimes a sapling--grew thick between the wheel ruts. One place, a pink rose bramble took over half the road, filling the air with its sweet scent.

Spying a patch of red clover, I reined in Toby and dismounted. I knelt and stuffed blossoms into my mouth, then remembered I could get as bloated as a cow, eating too much clover. Sitting back on my heels, I chewed and swallowed the blossoms before standing up.

My eyes caught the sparkle of running water. Leading Toby, I scuffed through a thick layer of leaves, toward the creek. After riding, walking was a strange experience, like the ground was a new-plowed field. My horse and me had a long drink, then whilst he grazed, I dug into my carry sack and got out Carrie Murrel's journal.

Ma had been so excited when the peddler man brought it, you'd have thought it was printed in gold. She traded a dozen eggs for it, and after the peddler was out of sight, she got teary-eyed, hugged the book to her chest, lifted her face and said, "Thank you, Lord."

 When Ma and me were alone in the house, she'd sit sewing and I'd read out loud about Carrie and her trip to Oregon Country. I'd figured Ma liked to hear it because it made her feel closer to a dear friend. Now, I knew she'd mainly wanted me to get used to the idea of joining a wagon train.

The book's first entries told about Utica. Carrie went west with her aunt and uncle after the man she'd been about to marry left her and moved to New York. Carrie was sad about leaving her parents and friends, but she was excited about going.

Going west didn't excite me. It was something I had to do. I closed the book, re-wrapped it inside my extra shirt and returned it to my carry sack. The way my legs ached, getting back on that horse would be impossible. I set off walking. The sun got low, light slanting through the new leaves of the black walnut trees. After a time, I felt the need to relieve myself. Even though not a soul was in sight, I tied Toby to a bush and hunted for privacy. 

Business tended to, I turned toward the road and saw sponge mushrooms beside a tree trunk. I would take those. Surely, someone would come along this road--somebody had built it, after all--and trade the mushrooms for something I could use. 

I got out my pocketknife, cut off all I could find, and made a cloth basket with my shirt to carry them. A couple of miles later, my arms ached from holding the shirt. Just when I'd decided to dump the mushrooms, came the smell of wood smoke, and minutes later, here was a farmhouse next to the road.

The farmer welcomed me kindly and introduced himself and his wife, Thomas Stone and Ellie. They both looked to be in their late twenties and had an eight-year old son Joshua. The boy offered to unsaddle Toby and put him in the barn with their horses. I could tell he wanted to be helpful, so I smiled and nodded. 

Mr. Stone poured me a cup of coffee and we sat down at the kitchen table. My backside bones hurt so bad, I leaned forward and shifted my weight closer to my knees. Mrs. Stone washed and sliced the mushrooms while a frying pan with bacon grease heated on the grate in the fireplace, next to a pot of what smelled like dandelion greens and bacon.

"Now then," Mr. Stone said, "what brings you on this road, with no more than a horse and bedroll? Where are you from?"

Right off, a time to practice the Utica story. He nodded and said he'd heard of it. "Named after a town in New York." Then he asked about my folks. 

I felt at ease with this pleasant man with the sandy-colored hair and blue eyes and told him my intentions. Half-lie that both my parents were dead, but truth about wanting to get to family friends in Oregon Country.

"You know anything about wagon trains?"

"Not much, sir." Only what I'd read in Carrie Murrel's journal. While she was strong on plants--which ones to eat and which ones not to--she was weak on other points. 

"I know a little. My older brother Emil went west two years ago with Ben Hart's Company to buy a piece of land in Oregon. He came back last year to get his family, and they left this morning to join another Ben Hart Company leaving in a day or so out of Saint Joe."

"Oh...Well... Before she died, Ma said I should go to Independence."

He frowned. "Odd she'd say that. Utica is due east of Saint Joe."

My first mistake with my made-up story "Her friends left from Independence. That's why she wanted me to."

He nodded and told me what he knew about wagon trains. There could be anywhere from ten to a hundred wagons in a train. The people in them, called a company or sometimes a party, chose a captain and made rules. Some emigrants owned more than one wagon and if they didn't have enough family members to drive the extra wagons, they hired hands.

"By the way, driving an ox team means walking beside the left rear ox, not sitting on the wagon seat, holding reins," he said. 

He went on to say most wagons were pulled by two yoke of oxen which cost half as much as mules. I was pleased when he said I'd bought a "fine little Morgan".

"You won't be riding him much, though. Emil said most people walk beside their wagons." He hesitated, then added, "I don't mean to pry, Julius, but do you have another pair of shoes in your bedroll?"

"No, sir." Ma must have figured they was too bulky to put in the carry sack.

"Well, if you have any money, I suggest you buy an extra pair when you get to Saint Joe. You'll walk your feet through the leather real quick."

"Um... Mister Stone, you keep talkin' about Saint Joe, but Ma said Independence."

He shrugged. "Up to you. Saint Joe is two days closer. The companies will join up anyway, in about two weeks. If you leave out of Saint Joe, you'll be settled into the routine by then."

Before I could argue further, Mrs. Stone dished up the greens and the mushrooms. After supper, she cleared the table and Mr. Stone lit the lamp. He told me more about the wagon trains. Each emigrant had a list of food and supplies they'd need. The wagon boxes were caulked to float across rivers, but on a big river like the Missouri, they'd cross on a ferry. That might take two or three days, if a large number of wagons was waiting.

All of this was interesting, but he must have noticed my eyelids drooping and suggested I bed down in front of the fireplace. I blinked away tears, thinking about my pallet back home. Not a home, anymore. Not without Ma. So's not to offend Mr. Stone, I admitted to snoring loud and, not wishing to disturb his family, would sleep in the barn. In truth, I wanted my privacy.
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I slept hard and dreamed I was buried in a bog-hole, but in the way of dreams, I could breathe. Pa and other men probed for me with long sticks. I twisted this way and that, so they wouldn't find me. The bog mud was thick. Moving my arms and legs was wearing me out, but I kept struggling.

I woke up, fighting the blanket Mrs. Stone had given me to wrap around myself. Buried in hay, not mud, I breathed the sweet smell of meadow grass. My heart ached, missing Ma. My head hurt, throbbing with questions.

Did Pa believe I'd dove into a bog-hole? Would he go out with men from Littlefield, probing the marshland? Would he be in town, asking if anyone had seen me? What if he talked to the stableman, and knew I'd learned how to saddle a horse? No, that man did not like Pa, and he'd lie for Ma's sake.

Then there was the money. Pa would not know I had any, so how could I run away? Far as he knew, I hadn't taken clothes with me, not even a coat.

Would he inquire as far as Amesville? Otis was a nice man, but would he lie for me? Why should he?

Even though I was near buried in hay, cold air seeped into my aching bones. The insides of my thighs stung with chapped skin. Groaning, I got up to go outside and relieve myself. Squatting was agony and standing again wasn't any better. I pulled up my drawers and my pants and tucked in my shirt.

 The outlines of the barn, the house, the trees, became more and more clear as dawn came. Toby and the Stones' animals shuffled around in the barn and made coming-awake noises. The air was so sharp and clean, every tree and bush gave off its own scent.

St. Joseph--two days closer than Independence. Two days could make a lot of difference, if Pa was after me. "I got no choice, Ma," I said softly, and turned back toward the barn, knowing she'd understand.
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Mrs. Barnes

 

The day before, I'd reined Toby to a walk, but wanting to get to St. Joseph quick, I now prodded him into a trot and braced myself to be pounded. Surprisingly, the ride was smoother than I'd expected, even though my legs protested straddling.

Mrs. Stone had given me biscuits for two days' breakfasts. Those, red clover, and violets kept me from going hungry. She insisted I take the blanket she'd given me the night before, and declared she liked weaving so much, she had more blankets than she knew what to do with.

Ma never liked weaving. Soon's the Littlefield General Store began stocking manufactured cloth, she bought that to make our clothes. She worked out a deal with Edward, the peddler man, to sew bonnets and aprons out of remnants, and he gave her a dime or two for each piece.

Enough to add up to more than fifty dollars? She must have been saving for a long time. Hiding the money from Pa. What would he have done, if he'd found out? Scared me to even think about it.
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The road came out atop a bluff and, from it, I got my first glimpse of the Missouri River. Never had I seen a stretch of water that wide. Surely, it marked the end of one world and the beginning of another. Across it, as far as the eye could see, lay miles and miles of meadows and forest. Nebraska Territory. Like Oregon Country, it didn't have a proper name. Some people called it the Great American Desert.

Dread wrapped its arms around me and squeezed hard. What if all those terrible things people had written about Oregon were true? Should I believe them or Carrie Murrel's Overland Journey? She had traveled the Trail and maybe they had not. When I read her journal aloud, Ma had been pleased to hear it. Safe in my house, with Ma smiling at me, I had been at ease, too.

Now, looking out over all that wilderness made my heart quiver. St. Joseph was called a "jumping-off place". And it truly was.

I reined my horse downhill. In the distance, where the land leveled off below the bluffs, patches of white dotted what appeared to be a field of stumps. Closer up, the white patches became the tops of wagons, and tents pitched beside them. 

Mr. Stone said St. Joseph had less than a thousand full-time residents, but every kind of business you could want. Many shopkeepers had come to the town within the last two years, to sell and trade to those heading west. I passed a sawmill and a flour mill and saw more buildings in the distance. St Joseph was bigger than Littlefield and Amesville, put together.

Farther on, I came to a long wooden building, with a low roof, but no sides. A solid wooden fence ran around it and the fair-sized piece of land it sat on. Pole frames of different sizes were crammed under the roof, with hides of various animals stretched on them. Leather buckets sat here and there, between fire pits. Firewood was ricked up against the fence. The stink of old wood smoke and spoiled meat put quits to my hunger. 

Attached to the building was a store front. A sign hanging over the porch read: HIDES, FEATHERS, PELTS and DOWN, BOUGHT and SOLD. Under that, in smaller letters, it said: ALSO HAIR. I stopped Toby short. HAIR. Here was a place for me to sell mine for those fancy bonnets women wore out East.

I tied Toby to the rail, unfastened my flour-sack bedroll, and took out my hair. Thinking it'd look better if it was loose, I undid the braids and smoothed it out. Not until I'd replaced the bedroll did I pay close attention to the horse tied next to mine. Three hands taller than Toby, he was the most beautiful horse I'd ever laid eyes on. Mr. Stone thought Toby was a solid, reliable horse--a Morgan, whatever that was--and I already liked him well enough, but someday, I'd own a horse like that chestnut.

Holding the hank of hair in one hand, I went into the store. Bundles of hides and furs from every kind of animal you could imagine leaned against the walls and spilled out into the room. Canvas bags held feathers and down.

Only one customer was inside. Ma's dealings with the peddler had taught me to know quality when I saw it and this man wore it, head to toe. He looked like an advertisement in the Saturday Evening Post. Black broadcloth suit. White shirt with high collar, wide red and black cravat, leather boots. He slapped several hides on the counter. "I can buy these down the street for twenty cents apiece less." 

"Do it, then." The storekeeper--a short, fat, near-bald man--shrugged.

The man stiffened and muttered curse words, then took out a leather wallet and flung coins and notes onto the counter. "Mark four hides sold to Richard Dutton," he said. "One of my men will be along within the hour to pick them up." He turned to leave, then over his shoulder added, "They'd better be the ones I just looked at, or I assure you, you will regret it."

He stomped past me, took the two steps at one stride and jerked the chestnut's reins free of the hitch rail. I clenched my teeth at how he sawed on the reins as he rode away. That beautiful horse deserved a better man than Mr. Richard Dutton.

The storekeeper rolled up the hides, tied them with a strip of leather and set them aside. As he sorted the coins and notes the man had left, his eyes slid to the hank of hair in my hand. "You wantin' to sell that, son?"

"Um, yes, sir. Your sign said you buy hair."

"Well, let's see what you got there."

I laid the hair on the counter, and he smoothed it with his plump fingers. "Your sister's?"

I nodded.

"Figured it wasn't your ma's. Too alive." He examined it closer. "Would've been better if she hadn't put it up in braids. Breaks off the ends." Holding the hank in one hand, he came around the counter, and walked to the window, where he let the hair slide over his free hand. Returning to the counter, he asked, "Your family leavin' on the wagon train tomorrow?"

"Just me. My sister cut off her hair, hopin' I could sell it to help pay my way."

The fat man looked directly at me. His eyes were blue as cornflowers, and so warm and friendly that I felt awful, lying to him.

"That was right kind of her. Maybe, when you get settled in Oregon Country, you can send for her." He tilted his head, puckered his mouth, then said, "Sorry, son, but the most I can give you is seventy-five cents. I'll have to trim it, wash it, give it an oil treatment and pack it for shipment to New York State."

Having no idea of the hair's worth, I couldn't question his offer. "Will that be enough to buy hay and a stall for my horse?"

He smoothed the hair again and blew out a breath. "It's a pretty color. Sun yellow. Let's make it a dollar even."

Before I could say anything else, he handed me one of the coins Mr. Richard Dutton had given him and told me where the livery stable was. "Jake Barnes will take good care of you and your horse. Tell him Chub sent you."

I said my thanks and headed out with the dollar in my hand, leading my horse. The storekeeper had said the livery stable was only a short walk, and I didn't want to get on and off Toby again. The chapped skin on my legs must be bleeding. I saw spots of red amongst the sweat stains on the inseams of my pants.

Jake Barnes looked like an ordinary Missourian--way taller and thinner than the hides-and-hair storekeeper--but his face wasn't near as friendly. When I told him Chub sent me, all he said was, "He did, huh?"

Disappointed that mentioning Chub's name didn't seem to help any, I asked, "How much will it cost for my horse to have hay and a stall?"

"That and water, one dollar."

I handed him the dollar, thinking how it hadn't been in my possession very long. "Would it be all right if I slept in the stall with him?"

"Stall ain't that big. You can sleep in the loft for twenty-five cents." He eyed my grimy pants. "My missus is doing warshin' today. She can add yours for twenty-five cents."

I was about to agree to that, then hesitated. My drawers didn't have the button-flap like those men and boys wore. What would Mrs. Barnes think about them? "I can wash my own clothes if you'll rent me a tub, washboard and hot water."

He shrugged. "Soap's ten cents."

"I'll be back soon's I get somethin' to eat. Can you name a cheap place?"

"Nothin's cheap in Saint Joe, anymore. If you ain't lookin' for somethin' special, my missus can fix you a plate of hocks and beans for twenty-five cents."

"All right," I said and wondered if Jake Barnes or his missus cut hair and pulled teeth, too. Well, the meal would be cheaper and probably not be any better or worse than a hotel.

Mr. Barnes left through a side door, and I led Toby into an empty stall and pulled off his saddle. He heaved a big sigh and set to eating hay. Since I was going to be washing my pants, I transferred the bill of sale from my pocket to inside Carrie Murrel's journal and stowed my flour sack and blanket in one corner of the manger.

In a few minutes, Mr. Barnes returned carrying a tin plate heaped with a big pork hock and red beans. A biscuit sat atop the hock. My mouth watered at the sight of cooked food, although I wondered if the biscuit would be an extra penny.

"Stool out back." Mr. Barnes jerked a thumb over his shoulder. "The missus will be along in a minute with the tub and warshboard." 

As I settled on the stool, flies gathered around. Swatting at them with my free hand, I grabbed the pork hock. It had plenty of meat on it, and I ate that before digging into the beans. The biscuit sopped up the bean juice to where the plate was clean enough to look washed. I was still gnawing on the pork hock when a woman came walking toward me along a weedy path, carrying a washtub.

Had to be Mrs. Barnes. Her brown hair was done up in a roll pinned on top her head. A gray-smudged white apron all but covered her ankle-length blue gingham dress. She was not quite as plump as Chub but looked just as friendly. 

"Come get the water pails," she said, plunking the tub down in front of me.

"Yes, ma'am." I left the hock bone to the flies and followed her. 

The path led to a house, but we didn't go in. In a fire pit, well away from the door, a fire blazed and a big pot hung over it. We ladled hot water into one pail, and she handed me another of unheated water. I carried them to the stable and she followed, with a washboard and a bar of brown soap. 

She left and I gained some privacy by moving the washtub into an ell between the wide-open back door and the building itself. The two pails of water half-filled the tub.

In Toby's stall, I took off my dirty shirt and replaced it with the cotton one. It was longer than my flannel shirt and I didn't recognize it. Ma must have traded for it. Folding up the sleeves, I took a wary look around, then shucked my pants and drawers. I wouldn't put on my clean ones for fear they'd get wet and dirty, whilst I washed the others.

I hadn't had a soap and water washup since I left home and couldn't resist rolling my sleeves up to the shoulder and washing my arms and face. That felt so good I used the dirty shirt to wash my legs and feet. The chapped skin stung like fire when the soapy water hit it. Choking back a groan, I hurried. If either of the Barneses caught me washing myself, they'd probably charge me another twenty cents for a bath.

Kneeling beside the tub, I set to work. I'd done this so many times, helping Ma. Lordy, how I missed her. The ache in my heart would never go away. Never, ever.

A movement to my right caught my attention in time for me to plunge my drawers under the pants. I stood up quick, knowing the shirt barely covered my backside. Mrs. Barnes stood there, eyeing my naked legs. She paid no attention to my face, which must have been redder than the beans I'd ate. 

"Land sakes," she said. "Your legs are chapped raw."

Seeing she was not embarrassed eased my mind. "Yes, ma'am. I've been doin' a lot of ridin', and I ain't used to it."

She stepped closer and held out one hand, which I now saw held a cup. "I brought you coffee." As I took the cup, she asked, "You got another pair of pants?"

"Yes, ma'am, but I didn't want to get them wet with wash water."

"A good idea," she murmured, as if her mind was elsewhere. "You go ahead and finish your warshin'. I'll be back in a few minutes." She hurried away, stepping light and quick.

I pondered what to do with my drawstring drawers as I drank the coffee. The blood spots had not come completely clean, and needed a sun bleaching, but I couldn't hang them to dry anywhere for fear of someone seeing them. They'd know right off they didn't belong to a boy, but I couldn't stand the thought of going without them. I'd wring them dry as I could and put them in my carry sack until I figured out what to do. 

After wringing the pants, I spread them over the stool and reached for the drawers. Hearing footfalls, I looked up and saw Mrs. Barnes. In one hand, she held a small glass bottle, which she handed to me.

"Comfrey ointment, for the chappin'," she said. "Rub it on liberally and the sores will be gone in no time."

Sensing she wanted to say something else, I waited.

She tucked loose strands of hair into the roll on top her head. "You should let me hang your intimates to dry on my warshline."

What was left of my self-confidence sank like a stone in still water. Not even on the trail yet and my disguise was discovered. I couldn't speak.

"It will be our secret," she said. "I'll hang them backside out." She bent over the tub. "You get dressed and go find Mr. Hart. He's the guide for the train leavin' tomorrow and you need to sign up with him."

She pulled the drawers out of the tub and commenced to wring them. "I don't know why you're travelin' as a boy. None of my business. It's safer for you, though, so hang on to the deception as long as you can." She straightened, holding the twisted fabric in one hand. "Won't be easy, once you're on the trail." Grabbing my wet pants off the stool, she gave me a faint smile and added, "Just don't let anyone see those pretty legs."
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Daniel Stewart

 

In the semi-privacy of Toby's stall, I daubed the lotion onto the sores on my inner thighs, then put on my spare drawers and pants. I emptied the tub amongst the weeds and took it, washboard, pails and soap to Mrs. Barnes' outdoor fire pit. She was hanging clothes on the line, and nodded to me, as I touched my fingers to my forehead in a salute of thanks. I grabbed my hat as I passed Toby's stall and headed out to find the wagon train guide.

Not far from the livery stable, I came to a board sidewalk, running in front of what must be the more prosperous shops. They were mostly general merchandise stores, but I also saw a saddle shop, an apothecary and a gun shop. Not only were the buildings made of brick, but many were two stories tall. I stepped out between the boardwalk and the hitch rail and gawked. Nothing like that in Littlefield or Amesville.

A few ladies, their faces partly hid by sun bonnets, hurried along the boardwalk carrying wicker shopping baskets. Most of them wore what Ma would have called "everyday" dresses. Made of plain-colored cotton fabric, they had elbow length sleeves and ankle-length hems. Well, if they were Oregon Trail bound, they wouldn't be wearing fancy clothes. 

Men and boys afoot or on horseback or leading teams of oxen crowded the street. Outside some shops stood big freight wagons, with beds slanted upwards at each end. Next to them were the smaller farm wagons, with level beds. Both had canvas bonnets, rolled up and tied to the bows to make loading easier. As fast as the freight-wagon workers carried merchandise in, the farm-wagon owners carried it out.

The dirt street was in good shape, considering all that traffic, but the weather had been dry. A few storefronts away, white animals the size of small calves jumped on and off the boardwalk. When I got closer, I recognized them as goats from pictures I'd seen.

Five of them had half-moon-shaped horns that curved outward. The other one's horns turned outward and twisted. All of them had inch-long raggedy hair, except between their horns, where it fluffed into a tuft. Their ears hung more than halfways down to the ends of their long, narrow noses. 

One goat was tied to the hitch rail, while the others crow-hopped around it. A loose goat trotted toward me, bleating softly. A look at its face stopped me short. I'd never seen a yellow-eyed animal. The pupils were crossways black bars like Toby's, but on brown eyes, they were hardly noticeable.

Noticing the store sold leather goods and shoes, I shied away from the strange-eyed goat and stepped inside. The smell of leather was pleasant compared to the hides-and-hair store.

The three customers inside wore work clothes. One younger man stood at the counter. An older man and a boy sat on chairs, trying on shoes. If they were selling as fast as cow hides, maybe I should buy a pair before I went looking for Mr. Hart. They cost fifteen cents in Littlefield but would probably be more in St. Joseph. I didn't have much money left, but Mr. Stone had told me a good thing to spend it on was shoes.

The men took up a conversation I must have interrupted. "What do you plan to do with them when you get to Oregon?" The older man nodded toward the goats, two of which had poked their heads through the open doorway. "One of them would scarce feed a big family."

"They aren't for meat," the boy said. "Their hair can be sheared, like a sheep, and spun."

The younger man frowned. "Hair's way too short to be spun."

"I keep them clipped when traveling, so they don't get burrs and such stuck in their fleece."

"Spindly legged critters." The younger man paid for an ax blade cover and headed for the door. "If prairie wolves don't get 'em, they'll get stomped to death by an ox team."

"They're hardier than they look," the boy called after him.

"Are they brush goats?" the older man asked. "Fella from Texas said there's lots of brush goats down there. Wild as sin, but they clear the land of what the cattle won't eat."

"Mine are tame as pets. Given to me and my pa for money owed. Not many like them in the States." 

"You're workin' your way west with Ben Hart's Company," the shopkeeper said. "Didn't you read his rules?"

"Read the first page. Seemed like ordinary common sense."

"You should've read page two. No Mormons, no Irish Catholics and no pets." 

"I said they're tame as pets, but they're livestock." 

Casting a sidelong glance at the boy, I sized him up. About my age, and not much taller, but stocky built. He had shaggy, light brown hair, hanging almost to his shoulders. Couldn't see the exact color of his eyes, but they were not dark enough to be brown. Gray, maybe. 

As the older man left, I'd picked up a pair of shoes, and the shopkeeper noticed. "Those there are too big for you."

"I was just admirin' the workmanship." They were good quality leather, with solid soles and heels, and five sets of eyes with leather ties. Tops high enough to cover my ankles on a muddy road. "Do you have this kind in my size?"

The shopkeeper grunted and turned toward the back part of the store. Shoes, boots, buckets, knife and ax blade covers--other stuff I didn't recognize--overflowed the shelves. On wall pegs beyond them hung strips of leather, straps, reins, whatever a person might need for fixing something broken.

He dug into a big barrel, tossing some shoes onto the already crowded shelves, dropping others beside the barrel. After a bit, he selected a pair, held them up, eyed them and then turned to me. "Try these."

He was good at judging size. The shoes were only a little big. Ma would have said, room to grow. "How much?" I asked.

"Thirty cents."

Twice as much as in Littlefield! If I bought the shoes, how much money would I have left? A sudden remembrance from Overland Journey came to me: members of a company had to pay the guide. That might not be included in working for my keep.

The boy had paid for his shoes and was knotting the ties together to carry. Bold as brass, I asked him, "What did Mr. Hart charge you for joinin' his company?"

He blinked but answered quick enough. "Dollar and a half, same as anybody else, twelve years or older."

How much money would I have left after paying the Barneses? I needed to spread out my coins and count them but didn't want to do it right here. Handing the shoes back to the shopkeeper, I said, "Reckon I'd better make certain Mr. Hart will take me on as a helper. If he don't, the shoes I'm wearin' will last long enough for whatever work I find around here."

My throat almost choked on the words. What if Pa got suspicious about me not being sucked down into the jelly mud bog? What if he came looking for me? Whatever Ma had done to get my traveling money, she'd have done it for nothing.

I heard Ma's voice: Don't borrow trouble. Mr. Hart hadn't yet told me No. Whatever promise it took to join that train, I'd make it. 

The shopkeeper gave me a thoughtful look. "Benjamin Hart will take you on, 'less you're Mormon or Catholic. You ain't, are you?" When I shook my head, he said, "Well, then, I'll set these shoes aside, for when you come back later."

I knew why Mr. Hart would not want Mormons in his Company--Missouri had been fighting them since I was born--but I hadn't heard anything about trouble with the Catholics. 

"Come with me," the boy said, "and I'll introduce you to Mr. Hart."

He led the way outside and the goats ran up to him, acting as happy to see him as if he'd been gone all day. When he unfastened the one tied to the rail, he kept the rope in his hand. That goat followed behind him, and so did the others.

"They do act like pets," I said. "Did anyone ever say why Mr. Hart made that rule?"

"Because some folks get so attached to their pets, they'll risk their lives to rescue them if they get into trouble." He patted the one running closest to him. "But a man who knows a lot about goats told me you need to keep petting them, or they'll go wild. Then it's hard to make them hold still while you shear them."

"Oh, well. Just so you don't go namin' 'em."

He laughed. "I already have." He nodded toward the one he was leading. "This one's Dolly. The other does are Folly, Jolly, Molly and Polly." He pointed to the goat with the twisted horns. "The buck is Solly. Short for King Solomon."

Vague memories came to me about a Bible king named Solomon. When I read the Bible aloud at night, oftentimes I didn't listen to what I was saying.

"The names are so much alike. When you call one, don't they all come runnin'?"

"Yes." His smile was broad and easy, but was he making fun of me?

We walked a ways without talking, then he said, "My name's Daniel Stewart."

I almost said, Lulie, but caught myself in time. "Julius Miller."

"You got any family out west?" 

"I got no family. Ma died of the fever this spring and Pa got run over by a wagon." That last was true. Pa had been run over by a wagon, but only got a bump on the head. 

"My mama died when I was little. My papa died last month." His face got sad and he looked at the goats, crow-hopping along beside us. "The goats are all I have. Well, them and my horse." He turned toward me. "You have a horse?"

"Yes. Used most all my money to buy him and his gear." Right away, I wished I hadn't said that last part. He didn't need to know how broke I was. Afraid he might remark on it, I changed the subject. "How come Mr. Hart don't want Catholics on his train?"

Daniel shrugged. "Same as with Mormons, they don't mix well with Protestants, and he doesn't want to invite trouble in his company."

I nodded. The only church in Littlefield was Baptist, so that's where we'd went when we went at all. If Mr. Hart asked, my answer would please him. 

All this time, ox-drawn wagons, and horses and riders were passing us on their way downhill to the encampment in the flat land between the bluffs and the river. The closer I got to my meeting with Mr. Hart, the more agitated my innards got. When I spied a privy amongst a clump of bushes near a worksite, I made for it. The goats ran ahead of me and commenced nibbling on the bushes. I grabbed up some fallen oak leaves and brushed off the dirt and bugs as best I could before entering the privy.

When I got inside, here was some newspapers, with pieces torn out of them, but plenty of pages left. One more advantage of living in a city.

Sitting there, tending to business, I closed my eyes and in my mind laid out my coins. Double eagles and half-eagles had gone for my horse and gear. That left two quarter-eagles and three dimes. The dollar for my hair had paid for stabling my horse. I owed Jake Barnes twenty-five cents to sleep in the hayloft, twenty-five cents for the hock and beans, and ten cents for the soap. So after paying Mr. Barnes, I'd have four dollars and seventy cents left to buy shoes and pay a dollar and half to Mr. Hart.

Except that left only two dollars and ninety cents to last the whole way to Oregon Country. Whoever ran the ferry must charge a fee. Could I swim Toby across? I shuddered. The Missouri was a wide river. Should I give up the wagon train idea and look for work in St. Joseph until I earned enough money to go? No, I couldn't chance it. 

When I came out of the privy, Daniel was standing there, shoes slung over one shoulder by their ties, watching workmen lay up a course of bricks on a long, one-story building. A team of fine-looking mules hitched to a well-built wagon dozed next to it.

"What's that's goin' to be?" I asked. "Too many windows and doors for a warehouse."

"According to the Saint Joseph Gazette, it will be a row of big, separate rooms, where people who bought lots can live, rent free, while their houses get built."

"You mean, kinfolk?"

"Maybe or maybe not. Each family would have just the one room. Another family would be living in the next room."

"Can't imagine livin' cheek by jowl with strangers." I shook my head. "Whoever thought up such a thing?"

"Joseph Robidoux. He owns the lots. He laid out this town and named it Saint Joseph, after his patron saint."

We started down the long hill toward the wagons and tents. 

"So, Julius," Daniel said, "you have your mind set on going with Mr. Hart? There are other companies forming up. Some elect a leader and don't give him any pay."

Carrie Murrel hadn't mentioned that. Leading a wagon train had to be a lot of work, and who would do it without pay? Still, if I could go on another train for free... But I couldn't expect that. I had no food, and no money to buy any. Nothing to cook it in, even if I did. Someone would have to supply all that for me, in return for work. Would anyone do that?

Whilst I'd been plowing worry fields, Daniel had gone on talking. I caught the gist of what he'd said. Mr. Hart had been to Oregon and back and knew where the best water and grass was. "He drew a map and marked out how far it was between good campsites. He's had a roadameter put on his wagon to show how long it takes to get from one to the other."

I figured he expected me to ask what a roadameter was, so I obliged.

"It's made of three different-sized wooden gears with cogs, fastened to one rear wheel. The way they fit together and turn, it marks off every ten miles the wagon travels."

"Guess I'd have to see it to figure it out." I couldn't imagine how the device worked.

"The gears are inside a box, but if you ask Elias--that's his driver--he'd most likely be proud to show you."

"Maybe I'll do that." After a bit, I asked, "Are the folks in this company well off?"

Daniel shrugged. "Seems as if, to me. Three have two wagons. One has four. German-made wagons, right out of Ohio and Pennsylvania. Waxed double-osnaburg bonnets. Two teams of healthy oxen, and a spare. Quality foodstuffs, packed in barrels or osnaburg sacks." He turned to look at me. "But they're mostly nice people, Julius. You'll see, when you meet them."

Well, but if they were willing to feed a person in exchange for work, that meant they didn't want to do the work themselves.

A breeze off the big river brought the smell of the campground as we neared it. Dozens of campfires sent up wood smoke, a scent pleasant enough by itself, but not when mixed with the stink of wastes from cattle, horses and dogs. A winding track of grass and weeds tromped into mud led amongst wagons and tents, which were usually grouped around a central fire pit.

As we passed one such group, a girl younger than me and even more slight-built, came toward us, carrying two buckets of water. Daniel handed Dolly's rope to me and hurried to take the buckets from her. She gave them up with a soft thanks.

"How's the river look today, Mavis?" he asked.

"Not at flood, but high enough that I could stand on a log and dip my buckets without wadin'." Her face was plain as mine and her eyes as brown. Her dark hair hung down her back in one long braid.

As we turned to walk back to the campfire we'd just passed, Daniel introduced me. "This is Julius. He's hoping Mr. Hart will let him join our Company." 

She nodded to me. "Pleased to meet you."

"And you, Mavis." Boys didn't shake hands when meeting a girl, did they? Not sure, I busied myself with Dolly's lead rope.

At the campfire, Daniel poured the water into a big pot, hung on a tripod over the flames.

From a nearby pile of wood, Mavis added sticks to the fire. "Bath water's heatin', Auntie," she called to someone in the nearby tent.

"We're looking for Mr. Hart," Daniel said to the girl. "Is he at his camp, do you know?"

"Was when I passed by there a while ago, goin' for wood."

"Obliged," Daniel said, and we nodded to the girl as we left her.

Daniel took Dolly's lead rope from me. "Mavis is Mrs. Dutton's niece and her aunt runs her to death. I don't know anybody here at the camp who likes Anna Barbara Dutton. They call her Anna Boohoo, because she whines so much."

"Is her husband's name Richard?"

"Yes. How do you know him?"

"Don't know him. Saw him at the hides-and-hair shop when I... went in to ask directions." I had almost said "when I stopped to sell my hair". To cover up the gap, snap quick I added, "He don't seem like a nice man."

Daniel grimaced. "Mr. Anderson says he's schooled beyond his abilities." He gestured to his right. "I'm helping the Andersons. I'll introduce them to you after we talk to Mr. Hart."

We found Mr. Hart, sitting on a trunk, writing in a notebook balanced on one knee. Somehow, I'd pictured him as being big, tall and broad shouldered. But he was ordinary size and build, and might have been called homely, except for his curly hair. Cut shorter than Daniel's, it was dark and thick, and even the sideburns were curly, right down to the bend of his jaw.

He seemed too busy to bother, but Daniel stepped up and said, "Mr. Hart, this is Julius Miller. He'd like a place in the Company."

Mr. Hart scribbled a few more words before looking up. His eyes were dark as his hair, and for a moment, his gaze held mine. I got the strange feeling that in that moment, Mr. Hart knew everything there was to know about me.

He asked my name, where I hailed from and how come I was traveling alone. Whilst he brought out a knife and sharpened his pencil, I told him the same story I'd told others. He nodded and flipped to a different page in his notebook. It had a list of names with notes after each one. "What skills can you bring to the Company, Julius?"

Skills? I had not expected that question. Anything I'd ever done was likely what everyone else had done. My thoughts darted around like a barn swallow. On the trunk next to Mr. Hart lay a guidebook, too tattered to read the title, but it reminded me of Carrie Murrel's Overland Journey. "I know a little about plants." At Mr. Hart's raised eyebrows, I added, "Which ones you can eat without gettin' sick and which ones are poison."

"Unusual for a boy to take an interest in something like that."

My face warmed when I realized my mistake, thinking like a girl. My half-brothers hadn't cared what Ma cooked or where she got it. 

Mr. Hart had gone on talking. "Unless maybe your mama was a herbalist?"

How could I explain? "No, sir, although Ma was smart about plants. But after I quit school, she wanted me to keep readin', and the only book she had was Carrie Murrel's Overland Journey. It tells about wild plants."

His eyes lit up. "Carrie Murrel? The young lady from Utica, Missouri? You've read her Overland Journey?"

How in the world of all the guidebooks written did he happen to know about that one? Too surprised to say anything, I nodded. 

"I loaned out my copy of Journey and never got it back. Do you still have yours?"

"Yes, sir."

He wrote my name in his notebook, with "Journey" after it. From then on, the conversation went easy. Never in this world would I have thought having a book would get passage on the wagon train that would take me away from Missouri and Pa.
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The Loucas

 

Mr. Hart assigned me to help a family named Louca. Mr. Louca had died in the spring, right after he'd sold their land and all their belongings. Mrs. Louca had no choice but to go ahead with their plans for Oregon Country. She had three children, a girl a year older than me, a six-year old girl and a four-year old boy.

Daniel would lead me to their wagon, so I could introduce myself. Mr. Hart hadn't asked me to pay for joining his Company, and that bothered me. So I told him, flat out, that after I'd settled with the Barneses, I'd have very little money left. 

"How much do you owe Jake Barnes?" he asked.

When I told him and said what it was for, he shook his head. "Jake's not a bad sort, but sometimes he gets greedy." He tore a page out of the notebook, scribbled on it and handed it to me. It read: "Julius Miller, my employee, owes you $1 for all goods and services rendered" and "all" was underlined three times. 

Mrs. Barnes had given me coffee and the little bottle of comfrey lotion. I'd bet Mr. Barnes didn't know about that. "Will he honor this?"

"He'd damned well better. Most of the horses in his livery stable belong to me or members of this Company, and we all paid a fair price." He turned over his notebook and started to write, then added, "In fact, your first job will be bringing one of my horses to the ferry dock tomorrow morning. Jake will know which one. Be there at sunrise."

"Yes, sir," I said. He was through talking with me, and Daniel motioned with his head for me to follow him. 

"The Louca wagon is farther down on the flats," he said, pointing. "But right over here are the Andersons, the folks I'm working for. They have two wagons. He's a lawyer and one is mostly for his law books." He elbowed me. "His daughter is the prettiest girl I ever saw."

I didn't care one whit about the girl, but I was taken with their wagons. Both appeared to be brand-span new. The beds were painted green, and between the second and third bows of the canvas top on one, someone had painted a large Christmas fern.

"Mr. Anderson?" Daniel called out as we approached. "Are you in there?"

A man poked his head out the front end of the wagon. "Hello, Daniel." Likely in his forties, the man had a round, pleasant face, and neatly trimmed light-colored hair and sideburns. When we got closer to the wagon, I saw he was holding a notebook and pencil. "I'm just checking to make sure we have everything we need."

"The only thing we don't have is a dozen boxes of portable soup," came a girl's voice, followed by a happy laugh.

Carrie Murrel had mentioned portable soup but hadn't explained what it was. Not something desirable, by the girl's tone. 

Looking past Mr. Anderson, I saw her. About my age, but any other resemblance ended there. Her hair was a paler yellow than mine, she had the whitest skin I'd ever seen, and even without being up close, I was sure she had the bluest of blue eyes.

"Hello, Fern." The way Daniel said her name told me he was smitten with her. "Want you to meet Julius," he said, motioning toward me. "He's going to help Mrs. Louca."

"Oh, I'm so glad." Fern clapped her white little hands. "Nellis Louca is a resourceful woman. She's learned how to drive the oxen, but she could use help with her two little children."

I knew right then, just from those few words and the way she said them, that Fern had seen a lot more schooling than me. She was smart and pretty and wherever she was from, someone had hated to see her leave so bad they'd painted that big fern on her wagon cover.

I could hardly wait to get away from her, but Daniel lingered on, talking with her and Mr. Anderson about the provisions every wagon was supposed to carry. Finally, I reminded him, "Mr. Hart said I should meet Mrs. Louca. It's gettin' on toward sundown, so we'd better go."

Mr. Anderson said goodbye and Fern sang out, "Pleased to meet you, Jules. We'll be seeing you often along the trail."

I hoped not. Mr. Hart had said the wagons would start out in alphabetical order by owner's name, and each day the lead wagon would change places with the rearmost wagon, so no one would be in the dustiest position every day. Louca and Anderson would not be together.

"Fern is always cheerful like that," Daniel said, when we'd walked a ways.

"She seems nice." That was the best I could do. Easy enough to be cheerful when you're rich and pretty. 

"She was really sick for almost two years," Daniel said. "She's still weak and can hardly walk. Her grandpapa built her a wheeled chair, but she knew she couldn't use it on the trail, so they shipped it to Oregon, around the Cape."

"Oh." So, all right, she wasn't perfect, but her family was rich enough to ship furniture. She'd get along just fine in life.

A little ways farther, we came to the Louca wagon. It was a good one, but not as fancy as the Anderson's. Nothing painted on the bonnet, neither. 

A tall, bony woman, with a dark braid rolled into a knot on the back of her neck, was tugging at a lashing on a basket fixed to the wagon. 

"Want a hand with that?" Daniel asked, stepping forward.

"I got it." She turned to face us. She had a big nose, brown eyes and skin a shade darker than mine or Daniels. "For some foolish reason," she said sourly, "Mr. Louca insisted we take a basket full of peach pits to plant an orchard in Oregon."

Her husband gone only a few months and she spoke unkindly about him? What could I expect from her?

"Mrs. Louca," Daniel said softly, "I don't mean to criticize, but wouldn't the peach pit basket ride better inside the wagon?"

She shrugged. "If they don't get to Oregon, they don't."

Daniel introduced me and said I was to help her however I could in exchange for food.

"Good." Her voice was flat as a flapjack. "You can start right now, helping Iola. She's out at the pen, throwing hay to our cows." She turned her back on me and climbed into the wagon.

"Through there." Daniel pointed out the direction of the cattle pen and turned away. "I have to get my goats settled for the night."

Off he went. He acted upset with me, but since I couldn't imagine why, I put it out of my mind. Some folks let their cattle graze loose, but anyone who didn't have enough family to run after strays kept theirs in a big pole corral. Several people were feeding their cattle from piles of grass hay thrown here and there outside the pen. The one person wearing a dress had to be Iola. She was almost as tall as her ma--taller than me--and sturdy as a statue. She looked like one, standing there, holding a long stick with both hands, crossways, in front of her.

When I called her name, she looked back at me and said, "Yes?" As could be expected, her being close to my age, her face was fuller than her ma's, her eyebrows and eyelashes thicker. Same big nose, tanned skin and sour expression. 

"My name's Julius Miller." I stepped up next to her. "Mr. Hart has assigned me to help your family, in exchange for food."

"That right?" Her mouth moved only a little and her eyebrows not at all. She went back to watching the cows.

More than two dozen Durhams--most all red, but some red and white speckled--crowded around the hay she had thrown over the railing. Once in a while, a cow from a different group would eye her cows' hay and sidle toward it. Each time Iola would shake the stick and the cow would turn away. 

Finally, I said, "Your ma said you might like help, feedin' the cows."

"Do I look as if I need help?"

Why was she mad at me? We didn't even know each other. "Well, no. But if I'm goin' to be sharin' meals with you, I feel as if I should make myself useful."

Whilst I'd been talking, Iola had edged to her left, her eyes on a stranger's cow drifting toward hers. When the cow got closer, Iola swatted it on the head with the stick and it backed off in a hurry.

"Mama paid for this hay," she said, not looking at me. "Those who own the other cows can pay for theirs."

Mr. Hart had said each wagon had to have two ox teams pulling and one for a spare. Six of those feeding at the fence were heavier in the shoulder and thicker in the neck, so they would likely be the oxen.

"Are you our hired man?" came a small voice behind me. I hadn't noticed the little girl until she spoke. Following on her heels was a little boy.

Iola whipped around and glared at the children. "Delphine, you take Ambrose straight back to the wagon. You shouldn't be out here."

The children looked me over and I did the same with them. Delphine's dark hair was parted in the middle and hung to her shoulders in raggedy ringlets. The white apron over her brown, knee-length dress was smudged and wrinkled. She was thin and smallish. Right off, I liked her.

Her little brother Ambrose was near as tall as her and had more muscle. Of a sudden, he bolted past me and Iola, slipped under the fence and flung himself at one of the cows. It swept him aside with its long horns, but Ambrose caught one and whooped with excitement.

Iola leapt forward, reached over the rail, snatched him off the cow's horn and set him down next to her with a solid kerplunk.

"You were a lot of help," she snapped, her eyes fixed on me.

Not knowing what to say, I didn't speak. 

"Your first job, hired man, will be to take Ambrose back to the wagon and make sure Mama has him in hand before you do one other thing."

Nodding, I grabbed the little boy, who kicked and squirmed against his sister's grip. With my right hand tight around his upper left arm, I tried to lead him away. He dug in his bare heels. Feeling Iola's hard stare, I grabbed his left leg, hoisted him clean off the ground and started walking. He flailed at my legs with his free hand and howled, "You aren't my papa!" Just when I thought my arms would give out, here came Mrs. Louca, with a switch in one hand. Ambrose went still. Not sure if I dared, I set him on his feet. He tried to hide behind me. His ma didn't need to use the switch. Just seeing it had taken the spunk right out of Ambrose.

"Delphine," Mrs. Louca said, "can't you keep an eye on your brother for even a minute?"

Delphine tried to hide behind me, too, not saying a word.

Mrs. Louca pointed toward their wagon. "You two get back where you belong." They left, Delphine holding Ambrose's hand, tugging him along. "As for you," she said to me, "if you want any supper, you'd better get a fire built."

Before I could ask where to find wood and a means to set it afire, she said, "Community woodpile is that way." She nodded toward the woods. "You can bring a big armload. It's paid for. When you get back, I'll show you where I keep my matchbox."

She tromped off to her wagon. I went looking for the woodpile, and hoped the wood wasn't all gone because I had no idea where to gather more.
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After supper, Mr. Hart called a meeting. He'd stretched a canvas map between two trees to show our route. The wagon owners, their families and hired help crowded around. Including all ages, and me, I counted forty-four people. Since I was not really a part of the Company, I hung back and found myself standing next to Mavis, the girl I'd met earlier, carrying water.

Mr. Hart stepped up onto a trunk and began to speak. "You already know I led a company west in '45 and returned last year. Before I took on that responsibility, I read every travel journal I could find. From them, from first-hand reports in Oregon City with folks who had made the trip, and from my own experiences and observations, I learned that most accidents, injuries and deaths could have been prevented by using common sense." He looked around at us. "Most of you have already traveled a ways to get to Saint Joe. You know about hardships, so you understand why I've set down the list of rules you agreed to and signed." He paused again. "There may be problems brought on by bad weather or other circumstances beyond our control, but if you follow my rules faithfully, our journey from here to Oregon City will be as safe as humanly possible." 

He turned to the map and with a stick, pointed out and named the rivers we'd be following, and the landmarks we'd see. The forts were far west and spaced a long ways apart. What would we do if we ran into trouble whilst in between them? 

I hadn't realized I was frowning until Mavis spoke. "Doesn't make much difference, does it? You and me have to go wherever the trail takes us."

She seemed sad. Her sorrow must be traveling with her. I hoped I was escaping mine.
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After the meeting, I went back to the livery stable. I made a quick stop to buy the shoes--the storekeeper was about to close shop--and spent the night in the stable loft. Mrs. Louca and the younger children slept in the wagon and Iola on the ground under it. They invited me to sleep alongside it, but I declined, saying I needed to take care of my horse and Mr. Hart's.

In the morning, Mrs. Barnes brought two biscuits, with butter melted on them, and a cup of coffee. When I showed Jake Barnes the note from Mr. Hart, he made a sour face, like he'd been caught out cheating. He didn't fuss at Mrs. Barnes about the biscuits, neither.

Quite a few men were at the livery stable, collecting their horses and gear, so nobody paid any mind to Mrs. Barnes handing me my washing, the drawers wrapped inside the pants. As I stuffed the clothes into my carry sack, she spoke softly, asking if my legs felt better. They did, and I thanked her again for the comfrey lotion.

I'd fetched the saddle for the horse Jake had pointed out when he jerked a thumb toward Toby and said, "Last night, a man came around, inquirin' about your horse."

"Inquirin'?"

"He said it looked like one of his that'd been stolen recently."

What? Couldn't be Otis. He wouldn't have given me a bill of sale if he intended to claim I stole one of his horses. My heart peppered up. Pa? He'd ridden Big Brown to town a few times and declared he could walk there faster. If it was Pa, how could he have got to St. Joseph almost as soon as me? Besides, I would have noticed a plow horse in amongst the riding horses this morning. But then, Pa would have been too cheap to stable him

I frowned, my heart pounding. "Seems like a man'd know his own horse." I settled the saddle on the horse's back, hoping Mr. Barnes would not notice my hands trembling. "Anyways, I got the bill o' sale in my pack, if anyone cares to see it."

Right at that minute, a man walked up and said to me, "You must be Julius." 

Half-scared he'd be the county sheriff come after me for a runaway, I turned toward him. He looked familiar--sandy hair, blue eyes, squarish face. "Yes, sir."

"I'm Emil Stone. Ben--Mr. Hart--wants us at the ferry landing as soon as possible." His own saddled horse stood outside the stall. "I'll take care of his horse. You go ahead and saddle yours. Ben's wagon will be the first one across, to set up a camp on the Nebraska Territory side."

I realized why he looked familiar. He was brother to the farmer who'd shared his home and food with me a couple of nights ago. Much as my bones disliked straddling my horse, I'd be more than glad to get out of that stable.

I saddled Toby and was about to tie on the carry sack when Emil asked, "Does that contain the trail guide?" When I nodded, he took the sack out of my hand. "Ben wants it in a saddle bag." He tried to cram it into one, then removed a tan wool vest, put my carry sack in its place and handed the vest to me. "Might as well wear it as carry it."

He didn't give me time to argue. We mounted and with him leading Mr. Hart's horse, left at a fast trot.

I heard the encampment before it came in sight. Cows bawling, horses whinnying, wagons rattling and creaking. People yelling, one of them Mr. Dutton, on his beautiful chestnut, hollering at his hired men to get his four wagons ready.

Although the sun was barely up, Daniel and Mr. Anderson had yoked their ox teams and had the wagons moving down a road that must lead to the ferry. If Mr. Hart had the wagons loaded onto the ferry alphabetically, the two Anderson's would be the first of the regular train. Fern and a brown-haired woman who must be Mrs. Anderson sat on the wagon seat. Fern smiled and waved, but Emil had prodded his horse into a canter, and we didn't have time to do more than nod at them. 

Yesterday, Mr. Hart had said wagons and their ox teams would be taken across first, to set up an encampment a few miles west of the river. Later, the loose cattle and horses would be ferried across. In earlier years, some people had tried to swim their livestock, but many had drowned, so Mr. Hart wanted them all ferried, in spite of the cost. 

I caught a glimpse of the ferry as we cantered down the hill toward the landing. A raft-like looking thing, only bigger, of course. Post-and-rail sides. On each end, a thick rope on an upright was attached some way to a bigger rope stretched across the river. Mr. Hart's wagon, his oxen and maybe a dozen men were already on board.

Soon's we reached the landing, Mr. Hart grabbed hold of Toby's halter. "Ferry's ready to leave," he said. "Get off and lead your horse."

He wanted me to help his crew on the ferry? Yesterday, he hadn't mentioned that. I thought I was supposed to be helping the Loucas. 

"What about the fee?" I asked as I dismounted.

"It's paid. Go!"

Naturally, he wanted to get as many wagons as possible across the river today, but he didn't have to be so snappish. Miffed, I followed Emil, who left his horse with Mr. Hart.

Soon's Toby's feet hit the bouncing, rough-board dock, he balked. His head went up, eyes rolling, ears flattened. Emil doubled back, caught hold of a cheek strap, pulled Toby's head down and spoke softly. "Whoa, boy. Easy. Easy, now."

Following his example, I grabbed the near cheek strap and did the same. He grunted and snorted, then all but leaped onto the ferry deck.

Emil snubbed him to a post. "I'll take care of him. Ben wants you to get into the wagon and make sure nothing shifts while we're crossing."

Its wheels were tied to cleats nailed on the deck, and Mr. Hart had surely secured its contents, but I did as Emil asked. I inched over wagon wheels, bow staves, rolls of canvas, strips of iron, axles, crates of tools and bolts of gauze. As I crawled along--not enough headroom to stand up--I checked each item, and all were secure. 

The ferry shuddered as it nosed into the current. Grabbing hold of a tie rope, I leaned forward to look out the front of the wagon. The river was high and muddy, and we were moving upstream at an angle. That must be what the ferry was supposed to do because Mr. Hart's men didn't appear to be worried. 

I scrambled to the back of the wagon and looked out. The overhead rope the ferry was tied to was taut. We were already a ways from the St. Joseph landing, but nobody there was watching the ferry. They were focused on a man standing face to face with Mr. Hart.

Pa? I near choked on a sucked-in breath. No. No. He couldn't have reached St. Joseph this quick. If he'd started looking for me at all, he would have done it in Littlefield, before going to Amesville and then coming here.

Still, somebody had been "inquiring" about Toby. I scooted backward, clutched Mr. Hart's vest around me and squashed down my hat. Other companies must be waiting their turn to cross the river. Maybe that man was with one of them, riled because he thought Mr. Hart's Company was leaving out of turn. Yes, that must be it.
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Elias

 

Huddled in Mr. Hart's wagon, I pondered the night before. I'd taken supper with the Louca family and stopped to buy shoes before returning to the livery stable. If Pa had been the one who talked with Jake Barnes, he would've got tired of waiting and gone to the saloon, figuring to catch me later. I would've been in the loft by the time he got back. Jake Barnes hadn't been around when I checked on Toby before climbing into the loft.

Pa could not have known I was to bring Mr. Hart's horse to the dock at sunrise and leave on the first crossing. Come to think of it, that was passing strange. Unless...Mr. Hart had guessed I was a runaway and had decided to help me. Why would he do that? He didn't know anything about me. Feeling foolish, I took a deep breath. I'd got spooked because someone inquired about my horse and told myself a big story about it.

The ferry lurched, and I peeked out the front of the wagon. We were more than halfway across the Missouri. The ferryman had made an adjustment to the ropes, so the boat now angled downstream. Muddy water splashed over the upriver side, sliding like spilled coffee across the deck. Oxen and horses pulled at their tethers.

The opposite bank appeared to be coming up too fast, but the ferryman made another adjustment and the barge straightened out and headed direct for the landing. 

Soon's the ferry bumped against it, the men on deck unfastened the ropes holding the wagon and the oxen. I crawled out of the wagon and waited for instructions. Within minutes, the eight oxen were yoked. A gray-haired man tapped the lead near ox and gave a command. The teams leaned into their yokes and set to pulling.

Emil must be expecting me to get off the ferry because he'd tied Toby close to the back of the wagon. Maybe because he couldn't see where he was going, Toby shied only a little when he crossed the dock.

The road from the landing rose at a steep angle, and the men got behind and alongside the wagon and pushed. When it got onto flat ground, Mr. Hart's driver stopped the teams, and the rest of the men headed for the landing. Emil stopped by the wagon. "Ben wants you to go along with Elias, to lay out the camp." He snapped his fingers. "Oh, drat. Your bedroll's on Ben's horse. I'll send it over with the Andersons."

Relieved that I didn't have to go back, I joined Elias, Mr. Hart's driver. He wasn't much taller than me, and skinny as a scarecrow. His eyes were a softer brown than mine and had laugh wrinkles around them.

With a short stick, he tapped the near ox on the shoulder, and said, "Hup, One." The team moved forward. Chains clinked, and the wagon groaned as the wheels started turning.

"Hup one?" I asked.

Elias's eyes twinkled. "Ben's a practical man. His oxen are named One through Ten." He jerked a thumb at his teams. "Eight here, and the extra team with the loose stock."

We walked a ways without talking, then I asked, "How far to the campsite?"

"'Bout six miles." He pointed the stick at traces of wagon ruts cutting across meadows between groves of trees. "All we have to do is follow these 'til we come to a crick and good grass. Ben's got it all mapped out."

"You've known Mr. Hart a long time?"

"Oh, yes." He smiled and nodded. "A long time."

"Is there a Mrs. Hart, waitin' for him in Oregon Country?"

Elias sighed and looked away. "His missus and his son died a few years ago from malaria."

"Oh. Sorry to hear that," I mumbled.

After a bit, Elias went on. "He mourned by readin' everything he could find about malaria. He got it in his head that mosquitoes have something to do with it and he's required every wagon to carry gauze for mosquito netting." He shrugged. "True or not, it's a good idea to keep them from bitin' you if you can."

"I saw gauze in your wagon, Elias, but no foodstuffs."

"All we're carryin' is coffee, flour and lard. We take our meals with diff'rent folks each day. That's because we got the hoodlum wagon."

At my questioning look, he explained. "That's what Ben calls it. It carries extra gear for anyone who needs it, not just for one particular family." He nodded at the oxen. "And because it's such a heavy wagon, Ben got the finest, strongest teams money can buy. Trained them myself, and handier teams you won't find in this Company."

According to Carrie Murrel, "handy" meant an ox team so well trained it knew what the driver wanted without being prodded.

 The wheel ruts ran on, plain enough for Elias' team to follow without any taps from his stick, which he called a goad. The ground was hummocky and the grass two feet tall in the open meadows. I recognized many of the wildflowers, Nebraska Territory being just across the river from Missouri.

Carrie Murrel had drawn pictures of many of the common flowers and trees. Alongside the drawings of those a person shouldn't eat, she'd written if they were bushes, trees or flowers and what color the blossoms were.

Most of the trees were not in full leaf. I knew oaks by their shape, and honey locusts by their long thorns. In the distance was a shagbark hickory, with what looked like a striped trunk, but it was only shreds of bark hanging down.

Presently, Elias said, "Wellup, Julius, time you earned your keep. Ben wants you to ride ahead and collect campfire wood. If the wind don't rise, he figures we'll get eleven or twelve wagons across today. We need enough wood for three or four campfires." He ordered the teams to whoa-up. "Hatchet's tied to the wagon."

Next to it was a fair-sized box fastened to the side of the wagon bed, close to the near rear wheel. A stick-like piece with threads cut in the upper end, slanted down from the box to the hub of the wheel.

"Daniel said Mr. Hart had a roadameter on his wagon. Is this thing it?"

"It is." Elias stepped up next to me and opened the box. It had three wooden cog wheels. The biggest one was about a foot across and the next size a few inches smaller. A real small one--no bigger than a dollar--set between the other two.

Elias told me how it worked. "The wagon wheel turns 360 times in a mile. This little gadget on the hub turns the screw and that turns the gears. The biggest gear records one mile and the smaller of the other two records ten miles."

I nodded as if I understood. "Where did Mr. Hart find a contraption like that?"

"He had it made by a man who saw one somewhere."

I turned to Toby and as I hoisted myself into the saddle, a chill chased across my shoulders. "Am I apt to see Indians?" I asked, although Pa was more on my mind than Indians.

"Haven't seen any in this area, but if they are around, all they'll do is watch you. Do what you need to do and don't pay 'em any attention."

I looked at the trail and fidgeted with the reins. My heels would not give Toby that little nudge to get him moving. 
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