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Tuesday May 18th, 1852


Today, we crossed the South Platte River. For the women, the crossing was not a difficult one, but for the men, I imagine it was much harder. There was no ferryman to help us across and no bridge, so the wagons had to go across on canoes that were left here by the last company to come this way.

While the men worked hard to make sure everyone crossed safely, the woman—including myself—watched the children and took care of the mending that needed to be done after so long on the trail. I know we’re only about six or seven weeks into our journey, but it does feel like we’ve been walking forever.

The doctor asked me to walk with him tonight, and during that walk, he asked me to be his wife. I wouldn’t hesitate to answer but...well, I’m simply not sure how I feel about being intimate with a man I barely know. It’s such a hard thing to decide, but I’m sure with the help of Margaret and Berniece, I’ll figure out what I want to do. 

I hate being a burden on my sister and Joshua, and I pray every day for a marriage proposal, but now that I’ve had one, I hesitate. Perhaps I’m too frightened to have any idea what I should do. Perhaps I’m truly just a mouse in a woman’s body. 

I must learn to be strong for my sister’s sake. She doesn’t need me living with her family for the rest of her life. I shall make a decision soon, because he wants an answer within three days. It seems like so little time to decide something that will change my future forever, but it’s the time I’ve been given. 

I shall endeavor to make the right decision. Perhaps I won’t ruin my life.


Betty sat with her head down, her plate in her lap. Margaret had asked the doctor to pray over the meal they were sharing at Margaret and Jamie’s campfire. Betty had helped to cook and serve the meal as she always did, but that was easy. Cooking and cleaning were things she was happy to do. Sitting and trying to talk to all the men she and Margaret cooked for was another story entirely.

Betty listened as Jamie—Margaret’s husband—guided the conversation, talking about what they’d passed that day, and what good time they were making, but she didn’t say a word. She never did. She couldn’t force her mouth to form words for all the tea in China. For all the fish in Oregon—and from what she’d heard, the fish were jumping out of the water trying to find the fishing lines in Oregon.

Instead, she stared into the bowl of rice and beans with a bit of bacon, and she ate. She was afraid to eat too much, because the men might think she was a glutton, and the only purpose behind her eating with Margaret and her family was to find a man to marry.

Margaret had been cooking for all of the unattached men on the trail since they’d left Independence, Missouri, because she’d always intended to arrive in Oregon a widow with two young girls. She hadn’t expected to fall in love with one of the men she was cooking for and get married. 

Betty wished she never had to marry but traveling with her sister and her sister’s family had become a burden—well, she was a burden on them, not the other way around. She felt uncomfortable always being around them, and though she had some money stashed aside, and she had paid her own way, she still felt like her brother-in-law—though kind—wished she would find a man, so she could be independent from them.

Finding a man was something Betty was endeavoring to do, but her extreme shyness was not her friend. She preferred to escape into other people’s lives by reading books, not flirt with men she didn’t know over a campfire. 

She sighed heavily, and she was surprised when Dr. Bentley spoke directly to her. “Miss Meeks, is there something the matter?”

Betty stared at the man, afraid to respond, but she swallowed the bite of food in her mouth, and forced herself to say, “I’m just thinking about how terribly shy I am and how difficult it is to try to speak with so many people around.” There. She’d said something. Perhaps it wasn’t what she should have said to the group of people around her, but it was the truth, and how could telling the truth be wrong?

The doctor smiled kindly. “I understand. I was very shy as a lad. I didn’t learn to really speak to people until I was in medical school.” 

Betty blinked a couple of times. “But you talk to everyone as if it’s easy for you.” How could he possibly know what it was like to be painfully shy?

“It becomes easier every time you do it. Notice, answering my question was difficult for you the first time, but you were able to respond to the next thing I said with little trouble at all. Everything is easier with practice.”

Betty was silent for a moment as she thought about the truth in what he’d said. “Perhaps you’re right. I never really thought of it that way.” She’d never really given speaking to a man she wasn’t related to a chance. If she had, it might be easier for her now.

“I believe it to be true.” He watched her through the rest of the meal, as other people talked about different topics.

When the meal was over, Betty stood to help Margaret with the dishes, but Dr. Bentley stopped her. “Would it cause a great hardship for you if I were to walk with Betty this evening, rather than her helping you to wash the dishes? I’d like to suggest more ways to help her with her shyness.”

Margaret smiled and nodded emphatically. “I would be happy to do the dishes on my own,” she said. “You go off and walk with the doctor.” Margaret held Betty’s eyes, letting her know that this was something she needed to do, and Betty nodded, though she was nervous. Margaret was a huge proponent of Betty finding her own husband and having a family. But the doctor? She wouldn’t have even thought about stepping out with him.

“I would enjoy a walk this evening,” Betty said, taking the doctor’s proffered arm. She had no idea how she would make small-talk with the man, but she needed to at least try.

As soon as they were out of ear shot of the camp, the doctor said, “I am pleased you were able to admit your shyness to everyone at supper tonight. I think you’ll find the franker you are with people, the more understanding they’ll be.”

“It was one of the most difficult things I’ve ever done, which must lead you to believe I’ve led an extremely sheltered life, and truth be told, I have.” Betty sighed. “I so prefer to escape into other people’s lives with my books than to make any attempt to live my own life.”

“I understand entirely,” Dr. Bentley said softly. “I remember thinking a girl in my class was the most beautiful human being who had ever lived. She gave me a few sweet smiles, and I knew I wanted nothing more from life than to marry her. I never could get up the courage to even offer to walk her home, so she married a friend of mine. They have four children now.”  

She shook her head sadly. “I understand how that could happen very well. I can imagine it would be even harder to be a man with as shy as I am. I would have to be the one asking for walks, and not just the one answering. I have a hard-enough time just nodding.”

He smiled at that. “Well, I’m happy you accepted my invitation to walk this evening. I—well, I’ve been thinking about asking you to walk with me for a while. You’re a very beautiful woman, and I’ve wanted to spend more time with you. It was just hard to know how to ask, when I feared you had no interest in being alone with me.”

Betty struggled for the right thing to say. “I would be amenable to walking with you again, Doctor.” She felt a wave of shyness wash over her, because she thought he might be expressing a real interest in her.

“Please, call me Malcolm.”

She bit her lip, aware that his eyes were steady on her. “I...it would feel strange calling a doctor by his first name.”

“There’s not a single person on this wagon train who calls me Malcolm. Are you going to force me to live in a world of people too polite to be at all familiar with me? I would like for you to call me by my given name.”

Betty took a deep breath and nodded. “Malcolm it is.”

Malcolm smiled. “I do hope you’ll walk with me again. Perhaps we could do it tomorrow after supper?”

“Yes, that would be lovely.” Betty wasn’t sure why she was talking to him so easily, but perhaps he was right. Maybe it was easier to talk to a man when you had already spoken to him a couple of times. “How was the crossing this morning? It was easy for the ladies, of course, but you men had a real job of it.”

“It wasn’t as bad as I’d feared. From what I’ve read the two worst rivers to cross are the North Platte and the Snake River. We’ll be traveling on the south bank of the North Platte starting tomorrow evening, and we’ll continue there for a good long while.”

Betty nodded. “I think our company is blessed to have such a gifted doctor with us. I know you’ve already helped many people with ailments and injuries along the way.”

Malcolm shrugged. “I am happy to use my skills to help others. I just wish I could help everyone, and there had been no deaths at all.” He stopped walking and turned back toward the camp. “I don’t want to get too far from the circle of wagons. It wouldn’t be seemly, and I don’t want people gossiping about you.”

Betty nodded. “Thank you for worrying about my reputation.” She found every minute she was with the doctor, she felt a little more comfortable with him.

“I know your brother-in-law a bit, but everyone in camp knows those nephews of yours. They’re little scalawags.” He said it with a big smile on his face, so she couldn’t possibly be offended.

She smiled. “I love them both, but they are difficult to control. Every day they seem to find new mischief to get into.”

“How long have you lived with your sister and her family?” he asked.

“Not long. Our parents were killed in New York while the Cauldrons were getting ready for this journey. I had nowhere to go, so they graciously invited me to go along, but I feel like I’m a burden to them.”

“How so? I know you help with minding the children and cooking. I’ve seen you do it.”

“Well, yes, of course, but it can’t be easy to have your sister living with you as I do. I think they would be very happy to have me married off.” As soon as the words were out of Betty’s mouth, she wished them back. Would the doctor think she was hinting at marrying him? “That didn’t sound like I wanted it to.”

“Don’t worry about how it sounded.” He stopped walking and turned to face her. “How would you feel about marrying me? It would save you from feeling like a burden, and I wouldn’t have to pay for my meals any longer. Also, it would be nice to have a companion.”

Betty bit her lip, thinking about it. “I just don’t know if I’m ready for...well, the intimate side of marriage.” She knew her face was flaming red as she said the words to him, but surely, he would understand.

“I can see that. I am afraid I rather look forward to the intimate side of marriage. I would want it to start immediately. Perhaps, you should consider my offer, and give me an answer in a few days when we have gotten to know one another better.”

Betty nodded, the very idea of doing something so...well, so intimate with a virtual stranger bothered her greatly. Of course, the doctor was so kind and tender with his patients, she could just imagine how his hands would be on her skin. She shook her head, stopping that thought. “I will consider it, Malcolm. I do believe it’s a very good offer, but I will have to decide if I am ready to take that step.”

“Fortunately, we have a pastor in our party, and if we decide to marry, it could happen immediately.”

“Yes, fortunately.” Betty knew it would be better for her if they didn’t have a pastor, because then she could have more time to mull the situation over in her mind. She’d heard it was all right for the wagon master to marry a couple while on the trail, but she wasn’t certain if it was true. She bit her lip. This was the reason she’d begun eating with Margaret and her family, though. To find a man who would make a suitable husband. And while the doctor was a good bit older than her, and rather plain, it wouldn’t matter if he was a kind man. “I will try to have an answer for you by Friday night, if that suits you.”

Malcolm smiled. “That would suit me beautifully.” He once again offered his arm, and she took it. His arm felt good under her hand, and she could feel the strong muscles under his shirt. Even if he hadn’t been muscular when they’d left Independence, all the time he’d spent driving his team of oxen was sure to make him stronger every day. She wasn’t certain if it was her imagination, or if he had an extra spry bounce to his step as he headed toward the camp. 

As they walked, he talked about what his plans were when he arrived in Oregon. “I have heard that most of the families are planning to settle near one another. I like that idea if you do. And I plan to start a practice once we arrive. I don’t expect to make a lot of money, and I know I’ll be paid with eggs, and livestock frequently, but I will be needed, and that’s important to me.”

Betty could picture the life they could have together, if only she could get up the nerve to say yes to him. And yes to a wedding night. That was the frightening part. She would have to consider a great deal. 

When they arrived back in camp, Margaret had finished the dishes, and Betty frowned. She’d planned to help. The doctor kindly bent over her hand and kissed it before heading to his own camp.

Unfortunately, Margaret was spending time with Jamie and her girls. Betty needed to talk, and she would have preferred to talk to her friend.

There would be plenty of time as they walked toward the North Platte River the following day. She knew that as long as she had a good friend and her sister at her side, she could make any important decision.

As she settled down in her tent for the night, her mind was on the doctor. How was she supposed to know if she should marry the man? Hopefully if she prayed about it, God would help her find her answer.

* * *
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AS MALCOLM LEFT BETTY that evening, he couldn’t stop thinking about how happy he would be if she would agree to be his wife. He hadn’t realized she was even part of their company until she’d started eating meals with the group Margaret cooked for, but as soon as he’d seen her, he’d known. She was meant to be his bride. Hopefully, he’d be able to convince her of the same thing. 

After leaving her, he rolled out his bedroll, and laid in the dark, staring up at the stars. Why were they so much more beautiful tonight than he’d ever seen them? Was it because Betty had agreed to walk with him? He hoped she would seriously consider his proposal. He knew that he’d have a better chance if he’d just agree to put off the wedding night, but he didn’t want to start their marriage off on the wrong foot. No, a wedding night was necessary. 

Besides, he was already thirty-two years old, and he wanted children. He judged Betty to be in her early twenties, and though he was a decade her senior, he knew they would be a good couple. He could feel it with everything inside him.

He rolled to his side and went to sleep, images of Betty filling his mind. Hopefully she’d answer the way he needed her to.

* * *
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BETTY STAYED CLOSE to camp the following morning, not wanting to accidentally run into the doctor. Not until she’d had a chance to think about his offer. She needed to know exactly what she wanted to do before she ran into him again.

As the wagons lined up to start the day, she joined Margaret and her sister, Berniece, and the three of them got ready for their walk. She enjoyed Hannah and Mary’s company as well, but she really didn’t want to have this discussion with all of them. It would be better with just three.

Thankfully Hannah and Mary were making the new widow more comfortable by walking with her and helping with her little ones. Every time Betty saw the two of them, she was a little more impressed with just how good their hearts were.

Sure, Mary was no one’s idea of a perfect lady as she walked with her musket slung over one shoulder, but Betty couldn’t fault her. She was truly a good person, and her inner beauty shone around her, creating a bit of a gleam. It was no wonder she and Hannah were so close. The preacher’s wife was only matched in utter goodness by her friend Mary.

As soon as they were far enough from the others to really talk, Betty told Margaret and Berniece what she had discussed with the doctor the previous night. “Dr. Bentley has asked me to marry him.”

Margaret gasped. “During your walk last night?” 

Betty nodded. “Yes, he wants an answer by Friday evening.” She had no idea how she was supposed to answer the question, but she was going to have to figure it out. Quickly.

Berniece shook her head. “I didn’t even know you walked with him last night. Why is your sister always the last to know these things?”

“Margaret only knows because she was there when he asked me to walk.” Betty shook her head. “I would agree immediately if he would agree to give me time before we had a wedding night, but he won’t. I don’t know if I can do that with a man I barely know.”

Berniece frowned. “Has he kissed you?” she asked.

“No. Well, yes, but only my hand. He was very gallant about it.” Betty waited for one of them to give her advice, but both seemed to be holding their tongues.

Margaret was quiet for a moment. “You need to ask him to kiss you. If his kiss makes you feel...well, weak in the knees is probably the best way to put it, then you should marry him. It’s not a problem to make love immediately. It’s a gloriously wonderful experience for both the husband and the wife.”

Betty stared at her friend in shock. “It is?” That was certainly not what she’d been given to understand. She was very surprised her friend would say that, though she knew Margaret wouldn’t lie to her.

“Oh yes. Wouldn’t you agree, Berniece?”

Berniece nodded emphatically. “Definitely. That’s why
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