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CHAPTER 1
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Independence, Missouri,

May 1, 1853

Ben Taylor rode hard to get back to the wagon train before it left. He passed wagons hodgepodge on the prairie as they lined up ready for the signal. His errand, which his twin sister, Rebecca sent him on, was to get hard candy for the cross-country trip. He’d bought two pounds each of horehound and candy sticks. Rebecca hoped the candy would last the whole trip but he knew better. All of the Taylors liked the sweet treats too much for the candy to last that long. Maybe half the trip—if they were judicious about giving it out.

Rebecca, waved from the prairie schooner’s box. Strands of her dark brown hair had come loose from the bun at her nape and were flying in the breeze. She cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted over the lowing of the oxen and cows, neighing of the horses and shouts by other people in many different languages. “Ben. Ben.” Then she waved again.

Rebecca was the one who kept them all together. She was the matriarch of the family and he supposed he was the patriarch, but it was not a title he wanted and was perfectly happy to let Rebecca take charge. 

Ben was the first to admit, she was more level-headed than he was. Sometimes he let his temper get the better of him. That wasn’t a problem Rebecca had. 

The bulk of people traveling in this particular wagon train were mail-order brides, but many families with children were also along. The wagon master also employed sixteen men as outriders to keep watch and help with breakdowns.

He rode up next to the prairie schooner they’d purchased and outfitted. They’d also brought a farm wagon that Ben had attached ribs to hold a cover. Ben and his four siblings were traveling together to Oregon City, their parents were both dead. The additional space of the farm wagon allowed them to take extra food and grain for the animals, plus they could sleep easier if the weather was inclement.  Together, purchasing the larger wagon and outfitting both of them cost around sixteen hundred dollars, but they still had plenty of money to buy land and begin farming in Oregon City. 

They’d had a prime piece of farmland outside of Independence that a company from New York wanted to develop. Luckily, for Ben’s family, they had paid them the same price as if it had been in New York...five thousand dollars for the land and buildings. The amount was much more than they were worth, but the company wanted to build a factory and homes and were willing to pay to do it. 

He leaned over and handed his sister the bags of candy and saw his baby sister in the back. Carrie Ann was only six and blonde just like their sister, Charlie. He didn’t dismount. “I’ll be back. I saw something I want to check out.” Ben didn’t wait for an answer but returned the way he’d come. Soon he came upon the wagon he’d passed earlier, being driven by a beautiful brunette.

“Hi.” He slowed his horse and rode beside her. “Are you alone in your wagon? I’m Ben, by the way. Ben Taylor.”

The woman smiled. “Hi, yourself. I’m Nora Jones and no, I’m not alone. My wagon mate, Opal McGinty, is behind us, repacking something, I think.” She tilted her head in the direction of the rear of the wagon.

Ben looked back and saw another good-looking brunette woman, though she didn’t hold a candle to Nora with her golden brown hair and big blue eyes. Her hat hung down her back with the ribbons tied at her neck. 

“Well, Nora Jones, where are you from? Are you a mail-order bride?” Ben worked to keep his horse walking slow. The spirited animal wanted to run more than anything.

“I lived in Independence and worked in a dress shop there as a seamstress and yes, I’m a mail-order bride. My fiancé is Mr. Seth Haller of Oregon City. He’s a lumberjack there.”

Ben sighed overly loud. “My loss.” 

She smiled and cocked a dark brow. “To be sure.”

The horse finally settled and walked next to the wagon. Ben leaned over crossing his arms on the saddle horn. “Perhaps I can convince you to refund his money.”

Nora raised her chin and shook her head. “That’s not likely to happen.”

Ben grinned. “Ah, but you didn’t say impossible.”

She huffed out a breath. “Look, Mr. Taylor—”

“Ben.”

She sighed again. “Look, Ben. I intend to keep my contract with Mr. Haller.”

Ben nodded. “I understand, but I hope we can become friends anyway. We have a long journey ahead of us.”

“You’re right about that, Ben, and I’m sure we’ll cross each other’s paths at one time or another. At which time we will revisit the friendship idea. Good day, Ben.” Nora stood and moved to get into the back of the wagon, summarily dismissing him.

He had no other option, for now, other than to ride away. Ben tipped his hat. “Until we meet again, Nora.”

As much as he would have liked to see her on a daily basis, too many other things were happening and he had his own family to look after. Although Peter, his younger brother, thought he was a man, fully grown at fourteen, he wasn’t. 

His sister Charlie was beautiful, with long blonde hair and the dark blue eyes that all the Taylors had. But she could do a lot of jobs that would have fallen to Ben. And he would always bet in her favor against most of the men on this wagon train, when it came to using a gun. 

He and his brother, Peter, whose was walking on the outside of the wagon, hunted on their own for smaller game. 

Still Ben had many things only he could take care of. Such as the buffalo hunts with the other men, helping to repair broken wheels, or taking a turn at nightly guard duty. He just hoped the next six months were boring, with no attacks by outlaws or Indians. He’d heard of wagon trains being attacked by both, but he hoped that was just hearsay. And if it wasn’t? He’d face that problem when it happened if it happened. They had the proceeds of the sale of their farm with them, and thinking about that and outlaws at the same time gave him a headache.  
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All the beef, bacon, and salt pork they’d brought was gone by the time they’d been on the trail a month. Ben, sometimes with Peter or Charlie, hunted to provide meat for his family. They were crossing the high desert, between Missouri and the Nebraska Territory, where they saw a few antelope, buffalo, rabbits, and prairie dogs. He hunted nearly every day for rabbits but did manage to bag an antelope once. The meat was wonderful and he took a small roast to Nora and Opal.

Ben crossed the large circle they formed on a nightly basis, to Nora’s wagon. The wagon master said the circle provided more security for the wagon train. It also promoted camaraderie and that was a necessary element of travel when so many people were traveling together.

Nora was holding a baby when he approached the wagon. 

“Hi Nora. I thought you and Opal might like some fresh meat. I shot an antelope today and brought you a small roast. You can probably get several meals out of it.” He jutted his chin toward the baby. “I didn’t know you had a child.”

She lifted a brow. “Would it make a difference in your desire to befriend me?”

Ben shook his head. “Not in the least. My twin sister, Rebecca, and I raised our baby sister from birth. Our mother died during Carrie Ann’s birth. I love kids.”

Nora smiled wide. “That’s good to know. This is Ellie.” She lifted the baby and held her while she stood on Nora’s lap. “She’s four months old and Opal’s daughter.”

“Well, she’s a sweetie. I think I even got a smile from her.” Ben approached Nora and tickled Ellie under the chin. 

The baby stared up at him and giggled.

Nora grinned. “She likes you.”

Ben turned his gaze from Ellie to Nora. “I like her. Where is Opal?”

“She’s getting water. Ellie needs a bath. Actually, we all do, but we keep Ellie as clean as possible so she doesn’t get sick. Some of the other children have been ill with stomach ailments and rashes, but Ellie has been healthy and we’re sure it’s because we keep her clean.”

“That makes a lot of sense. She’s such a sweet baby.”

“She is.” Nora looked over by the wagon. “I see her mama coming now.” She stood. “I better go. Thank you for the meat. We appreciate it very much.”

“That’s what friends are for. Helping each other. Let me know if you need me for anything. I’m always available to you.”

Nora blushed. “Thank you. You’re a kind man.”

He felt his face heat and he shrugged. “I’m just a man. I’ll see you again soon.”

“I’d like that. Goodbye, Ben.”

“Bye, Nora.” He tickled Ellie’s tummy. “And bye to you too, short stuff.”

Ellie giggled.

Ben returned to his wagon. He liked being near Nora. She was sweet and kind. If only she wasn’t promised to Seth Haller, I’d make her my wife.

The candy he bought for the trip had run out before they reached Fort Laramie and none of them were happy about it. They were beginning to bicker and more than once Ben had broken up a fight between Charlie and Peter. The day before they reached the fort was another one. Ben was getting tired of this.

“I’m hunting instead of you next time.” Charlie stood toe to toe and nose to nose with Peter.

Peter’s eyes were narrowed and he talked through clenched teeth. “You’re not. You have to stay and protect Rebecca and Carrie Ann.”

She shot back. “You can stay.”

Peter’s hands were in fists. “You’re the girl. You stay.”

Charlie leaned forward. “Don’t you say that. I can shoot better than you and we’ll get more meat if I go.”

Ben walked up. “Stop it, you two. Peter, you’ve been hunting with me lately. It’s time to let Charlie get away from the camp for a while and come with me.”

Peter gritted his teeth. “Fine.” He stalked off toward the fort.

Rebecca was already there with Carrie Ann, buying supplies, some of which he hoped was candy and maybe fruit for pies. Everyone’s temper seemed a little better when they had a sweet in their mouth and besides, Rebecca was a great cook and baker. It was a good thing, too, because none of the rest of them cooked worth beans. 

So far the trip had been boring. Thankfully, no outlaws and the Indians left them alone, except for their theft of a couple of horses. Luckily, they were riding horses and not the ones that pulled a wagon.

*****
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The wagon train was making good time. It was July 3rd when they reached Independence Rock, the halfway point. The wagon master said they needed to reach it by July 4th. He let them rest for the extra day and everyone needed it. 

He brushed down his horse, Jupiter, as he did every day. Now though, he could have a real conversation with Nora. Although he might have to have it at the river when she washed their clothes. 

Tonight, dancing and singing would be done. Food would be shared so everyone would get a good meal and dessert.  

The wagon train was stopping for three nights to rest the animals, allow the women to do laundry, and the men to hunt. They were beside the North Platte river and people found several good holes in the river for bathing, too. 

The baths and rest would do his family well. They were all at each other’s throats. He knew it was because of being together for twenty-four hours a day, every day for more than two months. 

Rebecca called them all together. “Family, we’re halfway. I think Ben and Peter should do some hunting. Adding meat to our meals of cornbread or biscuits and beans will do much for our disposition.”

Ben grinned. “Peter, which do you want? The pistols or the shotgun?”

“I’ll take the shotgun. You’re much better with the pistols than I am.”

Ben smiled. “Thank you, little brother. I appreciate the compliment.”

Peter nodded. “Just speaking the truth.”

“Well, off you go, you two. Come back with some meat.” Rebecca shooed them away.

That night they had two rabbits Ben had gotten with one bullet to each. Each member of their family had goodly portions of meat that night for their evening meal. 

Rebecca found some dandelions, and so they also had dandelion greens for supper. 

Though the greens were bitter, they tasted wonderful to him and his siblings.

Ben had actually killed three rabbits. He stopped on the way back to his camp and gave one to Nora Jones and her wagon mate Opal McGinty.

Nora had looked up at him with tears in her eyes. “Thank you, Ben. This is most generous of you. Opal and I will much enjoy the addition of meat to our meals.”

He shrugged. “You’re welcome. It wasn’t anything.” Ben smiled, his first real smile in weeks. His family was currently too unhappy with each other for there to be much smiling by anyone. Hopefully, things would get better soon or this next two and a half months would be miserable for them all.

*****
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They had been in Oregon Territory for days—perhaps weeks—and Ben felt almost giddy that the end was in sight. 

Yet one of the most difficult and time consuming obstacles to overcome was crossing the Columbia River, just past The Dalles. Rafts were built and the wagons, minus the wheels, were floated across. Ben helped build rafts while other men unloaded the wagons. Once on the raft, the empty wagons had the wheels removed and were floated across the Columbia and reassembled on the other side. The process could take days and sometimes weeks, if the wagon train was especially large, as theirs was with nearly a hundred wagons. 

They’d lost a few between Independence and here. Some families had to stay in Fort Kearny or Fort Laramie. Their animals couldn’t go any farther. Most of these wagons were pulled by horses which didn’t have the stamina of oxen or mules.

Or perhaps they broke down and couldn’t replace the loaner wheels when they reached the nearest town, due to lack of funds. 

Sickness took others, whole families succumbed to dysentery and cholera. Their bodies buried and the wagons either left behind or burned after the useful items were taken, like the wheels for spares. It was always a sad occasion when this happened.

Getting to Oregon City was proving to be a difficult and dangerous undertaking. 

Even though there were fewer wagons than they had started with, getting across the river was difficult and time consuming. For their crossing of the Columbia, they formed teams to make the rafts, while others worked unloading the wagons. This way the work went much faster and instead of the crossing taking a month or more they were able to do it in ten days. 

The last dangerous obstacle to overcome was crossing the Cascades. They were no less dangerous or difficult than crossing the Blue Mountains had been, but they were the last. After facing and succeeding with the crossing, his family finally admitted that they were much better together than apart. Ben and Peter each drove a wagon, Charlie and Rebecca rode the horses and his baby sister, Carrie Ann, rode in Ben’s wagon.

“Carrie Ann, I want you to sit as far down in the wagon as you can. Play with Dolly and don’t come up for anything until I tell you to. Understand?”

“Uh huh. I’ve already made Becca fold a blanket for me to sit on and she moved some flour sacks so I’m surrounded.”

“That’s good. I’m glad you’ll be protected.”

He turned his attention back to the oxen. 

They were greeted by snow at the top of the pass making the road down the mountain even more treacherous. The wagon train had to stop for the night. Even that decision posed a danger as the wagons were spread out along the mountain trail in ascent and descent but continuing on in the dark was even more perilous than stopping. 

After making the crossing, Ben rode back to make sure Nora and Opal were safe. They were making the trip well and Ben didn’t want to overstep his welcome by offering to drive for them, but he also wanted Nora to know she could depend on him.

Ben brought his horse alongside their wagon. “You ladies are doing well. Is there anything that I can help you with?”

Nora looked up at him and shook her head. “I think we’re fine. I was told this is the last mountain range that we will have to cross. Is that right?”

He nodded. “That’s my understanding.”

She pushed her hair back from her face where the breeze had forced it. “Oh, I hope that’s true. I’m tired. We all are. I just want to get to Oregon City and be done with this journey.”

Ben nodded his head, but in some ways he didn’t want it to end. Nora would marry and he might not ever see her again. Never talk to her. Would she miss seeing him as much as he would her?
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CHAPTER 2
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After crossing the Cascades, they followed the Columbia River to the Willamette River and the Willamette Valley and on to Oregon City. 

On October 18, 1853, a slight chill permeated the morning air as the wagons formed a circle for the last time on the prairie grass outside of Oregon City. Ben looked across the circle for Nora’s wagon. He’d made it a habit to know where in the train hers was. Since the lead wagon changed every day, her location changed, too.

“Ben. Are you ready to go to a bank and see if we can buy some land for farming? There must be more than one bank and surely we’ll be able to find one that has land for sale.”

He turned his attention from locating Nora’s wagon to Rebecca. “Yes, we should do it now, while the others are setting up their camp for the last time. Charlie and Peter can handle that task for us.”

“Agreed.” She crossed the ends of her large shawl and then tossed them over her shoulders forming a cozy sweater and neck scarf in one.

Ben walked to the rear of the prairie schooner. “Charlie. Peter. Becca and I are headed into town. Setting up camp is up to you two tonight.”

“We’ll take care of it. Won’t we, Peter?”

Peter hooked his thumbs in his front pants pockets. “Sure. And we’ll take care of Carrie Ann, too, unless you’re planning on taking her to the bank with you.”

“Heavens, no. A bank is no place for a little girl,” said Ben.

He took Rebecca’s hand and they walked into town to a bank and hopefully to a home.

*****
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The first bank they saw was the Oregon City Bank. For them, one bank was as good as the next until they found one with property for sale. Ben and Rebecca waited in the bank’s lobby for the man who would hopefully be able to sell them property and land to farm. This bank was much smaller than the one in Independence, where they’d sold the farm to the New York investors. 

A well-dressed man came to greet them. 

Ben regretted not having clean clothes on, but there was no time to change clothes. He and Rebecca wanted to get the best property available and so did many others, so being first was of the essence.  

Ben wiped his hand on his pants and then extended it to the gentleman. “I’m Benjamin Taylor, and this is my sister, Rebecca.”

Rebecca extended her hand as well.

“Hi, I’m Maxwell Caldwell, the president of this bank, and I’ll be helping you today.” He shook their hands in turn. “Follow me to my office, please.”

They followed him.

The man wore a black three piece suit that made Ben all the more aware of his own shabby clothes. He had dark hair slicked straight back and was at least as tall as Ben, who was a couple inches more than six feet.

Mr. Caldwell walked behind his desk and pointed at the leather chairs in front of it. “Have a seat.”

Ben and Rebecca sat. 

Rebecca clasped her hands on her lap. “We just arrived with the wagon train. We’re searching for farming land with a big house. With five of us, we need the room.”

Mr. Caldwell leaned back in his chair, peered at the pair of them, and then came forward to his desk. “I only have one property that would meet that criteria. I have to warn you the house is somewhat run down, and the land has been deemed as bad for farming since the previous owners couldn’t make a go of it. It’s been abandoned for more than a year and will need a lot of work. So far no one has wanted to put in that much work to ready the house for habitation.”

Rebecca put her elbows on the arms of the chair and leaned forward. “Tell us more about the house. I’m not worried about the land. Ben can farm anywhere.”

Ben smiled at his sister. He never knew she had that much faith in him.

“Well, it’s an old three-story mansion with seven bedrooms on the second floor. A nursery and two more bed chambers are on the third floor. The roof may be one of the first things you’ll want to repair. The third floor rooms, especially the nursery, are very damaged from the rain that has dripped through. Though it does have good hardwood floors. Oak I think. The second floor has a lot of damage from rain and wind through several broken windows.” 

Mr. Caldwell twisted and twirled the pencil in his hand. “The first floor’s windows were largely protected by the covered porch along the front of the house, but there are some that will need replacing. Mostly because of vandals. The first floor will probably need new floors due to animal infestations. I recommend living in your wagons until you get the new floors laid.”

“What about the rest of the windows on the first floor?” asked Ben.

“All of the first floor windows were boarded up, so most of them should be intact. Why the second floor’s windows were not boarded up, I don’t know. You’ll need new doors.”

Ben leaned forward and put his hands on the desk. “Assuming we buy this property, how much is it and how many acres to farm?”

Mr. Caldwell smiled. “I’ll let you have it for what is owed on the mortgage. That is just over seven-hundred dollars and the property is six-hundred-forty acres. More acreage is available next to it, but the price is much higher, just for the land. This is a great deal for someone with the determination to repair the house.”

Rebecca and Ben conferred in whispers and then both sat back in their chairs.

Ben again leaned toward his sister. “Becca, we can’t just buy the property unseen.”

She narrowed her eyes. “If we don’t, someone else from the wagon train will come in and take it from under our noses. We have to buy this property and do it now. Then we can hire a carpenter if we deem it necessary.”

Ben straightened. “We might take the property...after we examine it. We have to determine if we have the expertise to make repairs. We have some experience with home repair. We’ve had to patch a roof and maybe rehang a door plus general upkeep, but that’s about it.”

Mr. Caldwell interlocked his hands on the desk.  “We have a good carpenter in town you could hire to handle any repairs you can’t. His name is Ian Stanford, and I’ll give you his direction. He’s incredibly good if you’re interested.”

“Oh, yes, we’re interested,” said Rebecca. “We want to see the property, too, but we’ll definitely buy it. Now. We want to have the carpenter look at things with us and tell us what we’re looking at. I have the money with me. In addition to buying the property, we want to open a bank account before we leave the bank.”

Mr. Caldwell smiled. “I can help you with the bank account and the property purchase. But don’t you want to see the property first before buying it?”

“Yes.” Ben turned to Rebecca and frowned.

Rebecca shook her head. “If it has that much space, we’ll find a way to repair it. For now, after five and a half months on a wagon train, just having a floor underneath us will be a bit of heaven.”

Ben dropped his head back and looked at the ceiling. He groaned. “But Becca, what if we can’t repair it?”

She put her hand on Ben’s arm. “They have a carpenter. We’ll hire him at whatever rate we can, and if we can only afford him for a few of the big things then we’ll have to learn how to do the rest ourselves. Ben, it’s like this was just waiting for us. We have to buy it...sight unseen.”

“I don’t know,” hedged Ben.

“We have to, Ben or we’ll end up in a one-room cabin somewhere.”

“Well...” 

She crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes. “You know I’m right.”

He sighed. “I agree you are.”

Mr. Caldwell gave them the direction of the carpenter. 

After completing the purchase transaction and depositing most of the remainder of their money, they left for the carpenter’s home.

*****
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Ben and Rebecca walked along the road toward Portland and found the Stanford residence without any problems. As they approached, they both stopped and stared at a small, old ramshackle cabin that couldn’t have been more than one room. 

“This can’t be right,” said Ben. “This place needs more work than any house I’ve ever seen. If the carpenter owns this, why is it in such terrible shape? The shutters are hanging by a nail and the roof looks like it has a hole that needs patching.”
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