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May 1, 1853, Independence, Missouri  

Opal McGinty squinted in the sunlight as she waited for her new friend, Nora 

Jones, to return to their prairie schooner. They’d met at the matchmaker’s office. Nora was picking up a letter from her betrothed and mailing one back to him. Opal was signing up to join the wagon train. She’d found a man looking for a bride— Mr. Arthur Redmond—and needed to find a wagon mate for the trek to Oregon City. The matchmaker knew Nora needed one and sent her a note to come to the office that very day. 

For Nora and Opal, it had been as though they were long lost sisters.  

Nora was thrilled to have someone to share expenses with and to provide assistance and company for the journey.  

Opal was happy her cover story of being a widow was accepted without question. And Nora was taken with Ellie and didn’t object to having a baby along. 

Opal shook her head to clear it of her musings.  The wagon train would be 

leaving in just a few minutes. She looked back toward Independence, where Nora was coming from. Another traveler had told them bacon would keep longer than they thought, if they put it in the bran they brought for baking. So Nora had gone back to get more bacon.  

Opal hoped Mr. Redmond liked baked goods. What kind of food was he used to? Would he like her cooking? What would he expect of her as his wife?  

All she wanted was a family for her and Ellie. Would Mr. Redmond be that for them? 

She looked again for Nora. Luckily, they were near the rear of the wagon train so Nora had less than a mile to travel from Independence. She ran up, holding her skirt up in one hand and a bag in the other. Her brown hair was coming loose from the bun at her nape and shimmering in the sunlight as she ran. She climbed in the back of the wagon, breathing hard.  

“I was wondering if the wagons were going to start moving before you returned. You would have had to run farther to catch us and then it would be a good thing oxen move so slow.”   

“I was afraid I was, too. But I got the bacon.” She bent over to catch her breath but held a burlap bag aloft. After she’d rested for a moment, Nora opened the barrel of bran and placed the bag on the top. “We can bury the bacon after we take off.”

A baby’s cry sounded.  

Opal looked down at the tiny bundle behind the wagon box. “Oh, sweetheart, are you awake?” She stepped into the wagon and picked up the baby. “Nora, will you drive so I can feed her? Then I’ll walk for a while. My backside aches already from sitting on that board the builders had the audacity to call a seat. We’ll have to figure out some way to pad it or we’ll both be walking.”  

“Sure.” She stopped on her way to the front of the wagon and tickled the baby’s chin. “Hello, my little friend. How is Ellie today? Hmm?”   

Ellie looked at Nora, her blue eyes wide and what little red hair she had standing straight up. Then she scrunched up her little face and let out a cry.  

She was still exceedingly small, only three months old, so her voice really wasn’t loud yet.   

Though it was loud enough to make Opal’s breasts hurt. “Oh, dear, is my little princess hungry? Hmm?” She unbuttoned her dress and sat on the flour sacks to nurse her daughter. 

“Wagons ho!” The shout came down the line of one-hundred wagons.  

Their wagon was just shy of the end and a good fifteen or twenty minutes would pass before the wagon in front of them moved. And then they could begin the journey.  

Ellie fell asleep after nursing and was back in her bed so Opal could walk as planned. They’d been moving for about fifteen minutes when a handsome man rode up and talked to Nora. He didn’t stay long, but he did have the nicest smile. Opal climbed into the back of the wagon. She made her way over the sacks of sugar, cornmeal and beans until she was behind the drivers box. In addition to the bags of food, the wagon also held barrels of bran and flour that she had to maneuver over and around. On top of the sacks were blankets, pillows, and their carpetbags full of clothing.  

The inside of the prairie schooner was small, four feet by eight feet. The belongings of two women plus food to hopefully last them at least halfway until they could purchase more at Fort Laramie, took up a lot of room. And they probably had more room inside than most. They had little furniture or household goods.  

Families traveling the Oregon Trail carried everything with them. In one wagon, she saw a piano. In another, a cast iron stove.  

Opal had her grandmothers tea service but that was all she’d managed to take besides her clothes when her parents kicked her out. Nora had a couple of chairs tied to the outside of the wagon for them to use along the way,. Plus they had a coffee pot, a cast iron skillet, saucepan and Dutch oven. 

They carried some grain for the oxen but would give it to them very judiciously. Also, tied to the outside of the wagon was a cage with four chickens in it, so they carried feed for them. Eggs were important for food along the trail. They could bury the eggs in the bran or the flour but keeping the chickens for as long as possible was preferable. And if it came to the point they couldn’t feed the birds anymore, then the chickens would feed them.  

Other travelers carried grain for their horses and cows in addition to all the food for the family. 

“Who was that?” asked Opal. 

Nora sat in the wagon box driving the oxen. “Just a man.”  

Opal laughed. “I could see that. Who is he? His name? What did he want? Was there something about the wagon train I should know?”  

Nora blushed. “No, nothing like that. His name is Ben Taylor and he said he saw me and wanted to meet me.”  

Raising her brows, Opal pointed a finger at Nora and climbed onto the seat beside her. “Too bad you already have a fiancé. I don’t think Seth Haller would be very happy to find out he doesn’t have a bride after all.”  

She sighed. “I know. I’m a woman of my word and no matter how much I might want to get to know Ben better, we can’t be more than friends.”  

“I hope he realizes that.” Opal picked up Ellie from behind the wagon box and then sniffed her. “Oh, my goodness, you are wet right through your soaker.” She climbed into the back of the wagon and quickly changed the baby’s diaper, put on a clean soaker and then picked her up and cuddled with her. “You know Nora, I don’t know how to thank you for what you did for Ellie and me. Letting us be part of your party, saved our bacon that’s for sure.”  

“So what is the real story behind Ellie’s birth? I know you weren’t married.”  

Opal jerked her head toward Nora and sucked in a breath. “But how?”  

“One, you don’t have a ring and two, you don’t act like a widow.”  

As Opal sagged against the inside of the wagon, her stomach churned. I should have gotten a ring to make my story more convincing. “You’ve been good to me and deserve to know. I lived with my parents in Independence and was in love with a man who I thought was my fiancé. He talked about when we married we’d do this and we’d do that. Then, he was gone and I heard from his little sister, who was my friend at the time, that he’d gone to St. Joseph and actually married a girl there.” Her voice caught on a sob. “He just used me and Ellie’s the result. The looks I got from people who knew I wasn’t married when I could no longer hide my pregnancy were horrible. Everyone judged me.”  

She smiled. “But I can’t regret something that gave me Ellie. I love her more than I can say. It’s not her fault her father was a liar and a yellow-bellied coward at that. I stayed with my sister Myrtle and her husband Joseph. Then Myrtle died unexpectedly. I planned on staying with Joseph as his housekeeper but he expected me to replace her completely, including in his bed. That’s when I applied with the matchmaker. I managed to fend him off for a couple of weeks then went to my friend’s home until a match was found. Arthur Redmond in Oregon City. Then, I found you and felt my prayers were answered. I still do. You’re a wonderful person to accept me and Ellie.”  

Nora turned so she sat on the wood bench with her feet in the back of the wagon resting on a sack of beans. The oxen were moving slow enough all she had to do was crack the whip over them a couple of times and they walked following the wagon in front of them.  “I’m so sorry that happened to you. But your secret is safe with me. Few people notice things like I do. You are a widow as far as anyone will ever know.”  

“Thank you, Nora.” She smiled. “I appreciate it and I feel better now that you know. I didn’t like keeping the secret from you. This journey is six months long. 

We need to be honest with each other, if we’re to make it and still be friends.”  

Nora nodded and pointed at Ellie. “I couldn’t agree more. Are you riding now until you get the little princess asleep?”  

Opal nodded. “I am.” She looked down at her precious daughter. No matter what, she could never love her less. Her heart was near to bursting with love for Ellie. She held the baby in her lap and ran her index finger lightly down her nose, over her lips and down her chin. In return, she received a smile. She often got smiles after feeding. Ellie loved everyone.  

After Ellie was asleep, Opal laid her in the little bed she’d made for her with some blankets. Then she climbed into the wagon box with Nora.  

“I can’t decide if I have butterflies in my stomach because I’m excited about the trip or dreading meeting Mr. Redmond.” The matchmaker had said he was the last man left in Oregon City who wanted a bride. Opal wanted as far away from Independence and her so called family as she could get. 

“Probably both since I’m feeling the same way. What if I don’t like Seth Haller? What if I fall in love with Ben Taylor in the next one-hundred-and-eighty days? He’s about the best looking man I’ve ever seen.”  

“I agree. But aren’t you being a bit shallow? I don’t judge a man based on his looks. Not anymore. My fiancé was a good-looking man and look what happened, though I wouldn’t change a thing because the liaison gave me Ellie. But like you said, there is no reason you can’t be friends with Mr. Taylor.”  

She nodded. “I am being shallow and I’m really not that kind of person. I can remain friends with Ben. I keep telling myself that. But my goodness, did you see him? He has to the best looking man I’ve seen in...well, forever.”  

Opal laughed. “You already said that.”  

Nora blushed. “I shouldn’t say things like that at all, much less twice. I’m being so bad. Goodness, I shouldn’t even think things like that.”  

“It’s okay to think it, just don’t do anything about it.”  

“You’re right. I’ll just keep my thoughts to myself.”  

“Exactly. How far will we get today do you think?” Opal looked around her. They were only about two miles from Independence and the landscape was totally different. They were following the trail made by wagon trains before them. The road was a little rutted, but not badly since it was dry. 

Tall grasses grew next to, and in the middle of, the tracks. The oxen were constantly trying to stop and eat.  

Opal saw a copse of tall trees in the distance and along a small unnamed creek that ran beside them, flowing toward Independence. It was one of those creeks that would disappear in the hot summer months and reappear the following spring.  

“Mr. Titus said we’ll probably make about twenty miles a day to begin with if the weather is nice. Then the animals will get tired and they’ll only maintain an average of ten miles.” The oxen slowed and Nora cracked the whip above them. “He also told me how to make butter. But since we don’t have a milk cow, it won’t be much good to us.” Her eyebrows furrowed and her mouth turned down. “Maybe we should have bought a cow with some of our funds.”  

Opal shook her head. “We’ll need that money for supplies when we hit Fort Laramie. Besides what would we do with it when we reach Oregon City? You’re promised to a lumberjack and Mr. Redmond owns the livery. Maybe he already has a cow. That would be nice for when I wean Ellie.”  

“Oh well, I’m sure if you need one, Mr. Redmond will get one.”  

“I hope you’re right. I hope he’s a kind man. What do you hope your fiancé is? 

Do you want him kind? Handsome? Rich?”  

Nora sighed. “I hope he’s a gentle man and wants to have children. He said he did but...”  

“You don’t believe him?”  

Nora looked down at her lap. “It’s just, we didn’t have much correspondence. Just two letters before I agreed to go west to marry him. The mail took almost a year, six months there and six months back. My response probably won’t reach him until just a week or so before we get there. It went out on the first wagon train to Oregon.” She turned her gaze back to Opal. “How much did you correspond with Mr. Redmond?”  

Opal wrung her hands. “We didn’t. I signed up just a month before this trip and he was the last man left on the list the matchmaker had.”  

“Oh, dear.” Nora widened her eyes. “You don’t know anything about him then, do you?”  

She looked up at Nora, her mouth turned down. “Very little. The matchmaker said he owned a livery. And, to be honest, I’m a little scared that he’ll be like my former fiancé. What if I go all that way and when he sees me, sees how thin I am and decides he doesn’t want to marry me? What will I do then?” Every time she thought of this, her stomach knotted and she thought she’d be sick. But she tried to be positive, after all what real choice did she have? 

*****
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The trip was long and they were not quite halfway. According to the wagon master, that would be at Independence Rock where they’d arrive at in about a week.  

More than once, Opal wished she’d not left Independence, Missouri, especially when she got sick with a fever. She thought she would die and had a hard time nursing Ellie. But Nora helped her. She would bring her Ellie when it was time for her to nurse. She brewed tea from white willow bark and elderberries when they could find them. Without Nora, both she and Ellie probably would have died. 

Luckily Ellie didn’t get sick. Just the thought of it made shivers run down Opal’s spine. Ellie was one of the few children on this wagon train. Most of the wagons were occupied by mail-order brides like her and Nora.   

Nora was more like family to her than her own had been. Her parents kicked her out when they found out she was pregnant. Her sister would have let her stay, but she died. Her friend let her stay until Ellie was three months old and they joined the wagon train. If she hadn’t gone to the matchmaker, she would have had little choices left to her than to sell herself on the street.  

Nora maintained her friendship with Ben Taylor.   

Opal wasn’t sure it was a good idea, but she certainly appreciated the meat when Ben gave them a rabbit or an antelope roast. Those were hard times. They often hadn’t had meat for weeks. Their bacon ran out in a month and they survived on eggs and beans with biscuits except for the meat Ben Taylor provided them. Ben and his brother and sister hunted whenever possible and shared their bounty with Opal and Nora. Opal didn’t care if she ever saw another bean again.  

Ben had also shared the butter his family made every day in a bucket under their wagon. It made the biscuits palatable.  

Opal spent many days hemming her dresses. She only had three day dresses and all of them had frayed hems from walking through the tall grass. Each time she had to rehem them, she wondered when her dresses would come to mid-calf. But sewing gave her time to think. What was Oregon City like? Was it large like 

Independence or small? She figured it was small. It was a relatively new town. Mr. Redmond owned the livery which she imagined kept him busy. Many of the wagons on the train were pulled by horses and their owners might need a stable to house them. Especially if they planned on selling the animals after they arrived. 

What else was he like? Was he a kind man or a brutal one? Would he accept Ellie? If he didn’t, Opal would not marry him. Period. 

She looked down at her boots. They were just about shot. She had another pair but didn’t want to wear them until absolutely necessary. She’d ask if anyone had a piece of leather she could put in the bottom to help make them last longer. Opal chastised herself for not bringing any with her, but her funds were low. If Nora hadn’t come to her aid—she closed her eye and didn’t want to think about that.  

*****
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By Independence Rock, the halfway point, many of the people on the wagon train climbed Independence Rock and carved their names in it. Opal opted to do their laundry in the river. The water was cleaner than many places they’d stopped  and she could actually scrub the clothes clean. It was hard. The water was freezing and her hands were numb and raw afterwards. But the clothes were clean. 

*****
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The wagon master told them they would arrive in Oregon City tomorrow. 

Cheers sounded up and down the wagon train.  

Opal and Nora hugged and cried. They made it. Two-thousand of the hardest miles either of them would ever travel again. 

Nora held Opal in a bear hug. “Can you believe it? We made it.” 

Squeezing her friend and rubbing her hands up and down Nora’s back, Opal sniffled. “I can’t believe it.” 

A cry issued from the back of the wagon.  

Opal kissed Nora on the cheek before letting her go. Then she climbed into the back of the wagon, picked up Ellie and kissed her soundly on both cheeks. “Now my darling daughter, you might get to meet your new father tomorrow. Are you excited? Mama is and scared, too. Let’s get you changed.” 

That night both Opal and Nora were quiet during dinner. 

Opal finally broke the silence. “Are you as scared as I am?” 

Nora nodded. “I’m terrified. What if Mr. Haller has changed his mind? 

“He won’t. You’ll see. Everything will work out.” I hope I’m right 

*****
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When they arrived in Oregon City on October 20th, a chill permeated the air, but she’d never been so happy to be anywhere in her life. She supposed she should go find Mr. Redmond, but first she and Ellie needed a bath. They and Nora headed into town. It took them about fifteen minutes to walk to town since the wagon train was settled about one mile out. 

The town was smaller than she’d hoped. The streets were dirt and the buildings were spread farther apart than in Independence. Also, the buildings were wood, clapboard or log. Not one building was built of concrete or taller than three stories. 

The single hotel was the largest establishment in both height and square footage.  

She had hoped it would be an actual city but it was in reality a growing town. It had more in common with the towns they passed through than it did Independence. Oregon City was not yet a city like she was used to or had hoped for. It was bordered on one side by the Willamette River and on the other by forest covered hills.  

Even though Oregon City was not what she expected, she thought it looked like a good place to raise Ellie.   

They’d immediately walked into town, without setting up camp and Opal was very glad they had. The lines to the bath houses were growing rapidly. Luckily, the bathhouses were large and had many rooms.   
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