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Her husband's grave was marked by a
simple granite stone. The quartz in the granite sparkled in the
springtime sun, light within the light. Her faith did not allow
crosses to mark the deceased or for worship. To use a cross for
veneration was disrespectful to Christ, since it was the weapon
upon which he died.

However, a simple stone didn't seem
like enough for a man as good as Frederick, so Bethia took a narrow
branch made of soft wood and broke it into tiny sticks, creating
the shape of a heart over his fresh grave.

“My love will forever rest
here with you,” she murmured through her tears. “My Frederick. I
will see you in the Celestial Kingdom, one day.”

Frederick was not the first to die on
their journey West, nor would he be the last. When they left their
tiny cottage in Kirtland, Ohio to join a company of their fellow
church members, the Latter-Day Saints, traveling to the Salt Lake
Valley, they'd known there were risks. Blizzards. Floods. Hostility
from Natives. Starvation. Disease. Nevertheless, Bethia never
imagined death would happen so quickly. It had only been a few
weeks since they'd started the trek across the prairies of Iowa. No
one was meant to go so soon, especially not Frederick.

Less than three days ago, he'd been
happily pushing their handcart through the thick mud, a remnant of
the harsh prairieland winter. He'd been so robust and optimistic,
even as they struggled. They couldn't afford a covered wagon like
most in their company. After the fire in their cottage, set by
those who persecuted those of their faith, they'd had little left
over, but it didn't stop them from believing a safer, more devout
life waited for them in the Salt Lake Valley.

Then the fever came. It was so abrupt
and unexpected. In less time than it took the morning dew to lift
away from the grassy plains, Frederick was gone.

“Your husband was a good
man,” Mrs. Abrams proclaimed. With acute, searching eyes and hair
that refused to go completely grey, Mrs. Abrams was in her elder
years, but she was still full of youth. If anyone survived this
trek, it would be her.

“This was meant to be our
big adventure. After much prayer, we knew our Heavenly Father was
summoning us West, so we purchased the handcart and filled it with
what little remained, determined to survive on love and hope...”
Bethia stopped, unsure if she could go on with her
speech.

Mrs. Abrams kneeled down next to her,
adjusting a crooked stick so that the heart was whole on the grave.
“You must trust in God.”

“I do trust in God, most
loyally. I know he has a plan. It's love and hope I'm not sure I
believe in anymore.”

Sighing with sorrow, Mrs. Abrams lifted
her up so that they were both standing. She straightened Bethia's
bonnet over her red curls and dusted off the apron that covered her
meek skirt and blouse. Frederick had often told her that her
clothes may be plain, but her beauty wasn’t. He favored her
amber-brown eyes, because according to him, he could see her love
shining through them.

“Hope does not wait for us
along the trail. It resides in the Salt Lake Valley, where a new
life waits for us, one where we are free from persecution.
Frederick is at peace now with Heavenly Father, but you still have
a mission. Don't die here next to your husband. You must keep
going.”

Bethia nodded, wiping away her tears,
even as they continued to fall. “I'll try. It's just that I loved
him so much. We were married less than a year. I wanted more time
with him.” Her voice cracked, and Mrs. Abrams pulled her into a
comforting embrace.

“I know, child.”

With one last forlorn look at her
husband's grave, Bethia walked away, bereaved in the knowledge that
no one else would stop to weep where he rested. It was but another
marker of the hundreds who had already died on the trail, away from
the settlements.

Returning to join the company, Mrs.
Abrams reclaimed her seat within her family's wagon, surrounded by
her children and grandchildren. Bethia, now alone, grabbed the
handles of her handcart, upon which she and Frederick had engraved
their initials. It was her burden to endure now.

Trying to remain strong, knowing the
toil that was ahead of them, she blinked back her lingering tears,
saving them for another day, and took her first steps forward into
a new life—one without Frederick, without love.

A life where her survival depended
solely on herself.

 


 


Weeks passed, which felt like years.
Bethia was eager to reach the next stop on the trail, a village
called Garden Grove. Full of wild onions, the village had
originally been an encampment for Saints to rest and regain their
vitality, but now many of the church members who'd built residences
there had moved on to the Salt Lake Valley. With the flames that
had consumed her cottage still vivid within her mind, she prayed
that those now inhabiting Garden Grove were welcoming of its
founders' brethren.

Blisters formed on her hands, her skin
raw from the splinters of the handcart. The cart wasn't large. It
would barely hold her if she lay in it. However, when pushed miles
every day, it grew heavy, as if it were suddenly filled with the
stones of the mountains far ahead of them. When the company stopped
along a creek to rest, she reached into her medicine
bag—inadequately stocked with only the basics—and took out a
miniature roll of gauze. She wrapped the gauze around her hands
like a bandage, but when the material touched her open sores, her
skin stung.

“Will you manage pushing the
cart on your own all the way to Salt Lake?”

Bethia looked up, startled to see Mr.
Josiah Pratt standing beside her. He was a guarded man who rarely
spoke to anyone, unless commissioned a job to do. He and his two
wives kept mostly to themselves at the back of the company. He was
an artisan when it came to repairing the wagons, so people let him
and his wives be.

In the midday light, Josiah's dark hair
shined like raven feathers, bringing out the intensity of his green
eyes, which now looked at her with pity.

“I'm fine,” she told him,
more sharply than she intended. Pity was not a sentiment she
received well.

He held up her hands, his touch gentle.
She flinched, confused by such an affectionate gesture from someone
known to be more broody and mistrustful than friendly. “Your hands
are torn,” he observed. “You’ll need to clean out the
wounds.”

“Battle scars,” she said,
reclaiming her hands and tucking them beneath her apron. “It is a
small sacrifice to pay for the home we will soon receive. I'll be
fine.”

Sensing her uneasiness, he turned and
walked away, back towards his wagon, as if the transaction had
never taken place.

“He's an odd fellow,” Mrs.
Abrams said, catching up to her when Josiah left. “One with his own
tragedies to overcome. However, he is correct. You'll need to keep
those wounds clean and bandaged until they callus over.”

Bethia looked down at her hands with
regret. Like so many things, they'd never be the same
again.

 


 


She was dizzy and her throat was sore.
Swallowing took effort, even the smallest sip of water. Bethia held
a hand up to her forehead. It burnt beneath her touch. She tried to
tell herself it was the exertion of traveling for so long through
the cold cries of the prairielands, but she knew she was more than
windswept.

The fever had reached her. She was ill.
Just like Frederick had been.

As the day progressed on, she grew
weaker, stumbling as she walked. She tried to cover up her illness,
using denial as a cure. Mrs. Abrams frequently checked in on her,
studying her carefully from her wagon, but Bethia told her it was
her worn shoes causing her to trip.

When the yellow dessert flowers she had
read about started to appear before her, she knew she was in
trouble. The plains held no such flower. They existed only in her
delirium. She could not go on, but before she could announce her
distress, the head of their company shouted for everyone to
halt.

“Prepare! Indians are
attacking!”

Through blurred vision, Bethia watched
as the men in the company grabbed their riffles and gathered,
facing the high rocks that bordered the trail. Deteriorating, she
couldn't make sense of what was happening. Circled by moving
bodies, she thought it was a dance and began swaying slightly, a
smile on her face as she admired the dessert flowers.

“The Potawatomi are upon
us!” a man hollered. “Women and children, hide in the
wagons!”

Bethia continued dancing, full of a
bliss she hadn't known since Frederick's death. She moved, but she
didn't know in which direction she headed, drifting somewhere
between her serenity and blackness.

“Rifles ready!” their leader
yelled.

“I'm ready,” she whispered
to the dessert flowers.

The blackness finally taking over, she
barely noticed as a strong pair of arms picked her up and carried
her away.

 


 


The ground rocked beneath her, bruising
her back. As she woke, Bethia struggled to make sense of her
surroundings. She was lying on a hard surface, one that was mobile
and uneven. It terrified her. The last thing she remembered, the
company had stopped, threatened by an enemy she could not recall.
Had she been taken captive?

“She's coming to,” a woman
said.

Bandits, perhaps? Gathering the courage
to rouse fully, Bethia found herself on the floor of a covered
wagon. An empty grain sack was beneath her, but it provided little
comfort as a mattress. At least the blanket pulled over her was
warm, and a gift she didn't take for granted.

It was dim in the wagon, but she
perceived two women hunched between the stock of goods. The one
furthest from her had an attractive, confident smile, and groomed
mahogany locks, only half of which were pinned up. She wore a red
dress with a high collar and long sleeves, more akin to the
Victorian ladies of England than the women of the frontier. Next to
her was a more demure woman with mousy brown hair tucked into a
colorless sunbonnet.

They were no bandits, but faces Bethia
recognized from the company—Josiah Pratt's wives.

Relieved, she stretched out her cramped
back, alleviating the pain. Then she sat up carefully, lightheaded.
Her body was weak. She didn't need a doctor to tell her so. She
felt its vulnerability in her bones.

“I'm ashamed to admit I
don't know your names,” she stated.

“I'm Eloise,” the woman in
the sunbonnet said amiably. “And this is Libby.”

With no acknowledgement of the
introduction, Libby felt Bethia's forehead, the red fabric of her
dress like silk against her skin. “Her fever has
broken.”

“You're American?” Bethia
asked, surprised at Libby's accent.

The woman smirked. “Of
course.”

“Your dress... I assumed you
were from Europe.”

Considering this a compliment, Libby
grinned. “We may be traveling across the country, but that doesn't
mean a girl can't dress well.”

Nausea rose within Bethia's throat, and
she took a moment before speaking again. “What happened?” she
finally asked.

Eloise handed her a canteen of water.
“You were ill. Our husband brought you to us last week, under the
guidance of Mrs. Abrams.”

“Last week?” Bethia was
confused. “I've been asleep all this time?”

“Yes,” Eloise answered. “You
were in a bad way. We're thankful you survived.”

She took a sip of water from the
canteen, trying to recount the day of her blackout. It had all been
such a blur. Their leader had warned them of
something...

“The Potawatomi! Did they
attack?” she asked with horror, a small fragment of her memory
returning.

“False alarm. A young
Potawatomi boy wandered onto the trail, causing the panic. The men
thought he was a decoy sent to distract the company. It took a
while for everyone to accept that the poor boy was lost.” Libby
grunted, obviously discontent at the way the situation was
handled.

“Did he return home
safely?”

“One of the trackers sent
him in the right direction. The boy is safe.”

Another thought occurred to her. “And
what of my handcart?” she inquired, desperate. She did not mean to
be uncompassionate in changing the conversation, but the
possessions within her handcart were all she had left. The first
thing that came to mind was Frederick's second-hand shaving kit. It
smelt like him—like musk and old leather. She couldn't bear it if
she lost it.

Eloise took the canteen back and
signaled for Bethia to rest, adding another pillow beneath her
head. “Josiah has paid the Miller boys to take turns pushing it.
The five of them are delighted, as if they have been handed a new
toy, but your possessions are safe.”

Consoled, Bethia felt her dread wane as
she settled into her makeshift sick-bed. “Thank you for your
kindness. How can I ever repay you?”

“Live,” Libby said casually,
though Bethia detected a sincerity hidden beneath her
command.

“I'll try,” she promised,
turning her head as slumber lulled her away.

 


 


Raging winds tore at them as they
continued across the plains of Iowa. Bethia almost wished she were
sick again so that she could return to the comfort of the Pratt's
wagon. She pushed her handcart against the cruelty of the wind,
motivated by her willpower to reach Garden Grove, which was only
half a day's journey away. There they would build camp and wait out
the growing storm.

“It is summer, and yet the
storms follow us,” Mrs. Abrams called from her wagon. “Will you
make it?”

“Yes. As long as it doesn't
start pouring rain.”

“The rains will come, soon
enough. Let us pray we reach the encampment before
then.”

Thankfully, they did. Moving swiftly to
prepare for the storm, they found a meadow sheltered by the woods.
Acting as a windshield, the mighty oaks would take a majority of
the beating. Bethia raised her tent between two wagons, avoiding
the trees directly in case of a lightning strike.

Receding to her tent just as the first
rain fell, Bethia found that the storm gave her privacy, probably
the first she'd had since the company had departed from Nauvoo.
Knowing the wail of the wind would drown out her cries, she let
herself fully grieve for her losses—her cottage in Kirtland,
Frederick, companionship. She cried unstoppable tears, purging
herself of everything she had held in since leaving Frederick's
grave.

“Whosoever shall put their
trust in God shall be
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