
Lucy’s Lantern

Clover Creek Camp Book Eight

Kirsten Osbourne

Table of Contents

Title Page

Chapter One | September 29, 1854 | The westbound trail, Oregon Territory

Chapter Two | September 30, 1854 | The trail and the Whitaker encampment

Chapter Three | October 1, 1854 | The trail and the evening encampment

Chapter Four | October 2, 1854 | The family wagons, Oregon Territory

Chapter Five | October 3, 1854 | The westbound trail, Oregon Territory

Chapter Six | October 4, 1854 | A sheltered camp, Oregon Territory

Chapter Seven | October 5, 1854 | The trail and a midday resting place, Oregon Territory

Chapter Eight | October 6, 1854 | An evening family gathering

Chapter Nine | October 7, 1854 | The Whitaker encampment

Chapter Ten | October 8, 1854 | The trail and the evening encampment

Chapter Eleven | October 9–10, 1854 | The final stretch of trail, Oregon Territory

Chapter Twelve | October 11–12, 1854 | A wet camp on the approach to Clover Creek

Chapter Thirteen | October 13–14, 1854 | The company’s last camps before arrival

Chapter Fourteen | October 15, 1854 | Clover Creek, Oregon Territory

Chapter Fifteen | October 16, 1854 | Clover Creek and the temporary family room

Chapter Sixteen | October 16, 1854, evening | The family room at Clover Creek

Chapter Seventeen | October 18–22, 1854 | Clover Creek

Chapter Eighteen | October 23–25, 1854 | Clover Creek and the family work room

Chapter Nineteen | October 26–November 7, 1854 | The family gathering place at Clover Creek

Chapter Twenty | November 8, 1854 | Clover Creek

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

September 29, 1854
The westbound trail, Oregon Territory
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Lucy held her lantern up to the morning light. “Somebody has been using my rag on the coffee pot.”

“Somebody has been using the coffee-pot rag on her lantern,” Martha said.

“That seems a very uncharitable way of describing it.”

Martha held out her hand. Lucy surrendered the rag, then looked at the black streak she'd managed to spread beside the lantern’s little door.

“There,” Lydia said. “Now you’ll recognize it in the dark.”

Lucy turned the lantern toward her sister. “It has a candle inside for that.”

“How convenient.”

It was too early to be surrounded by people who thought themselves amusing. Unfortunately, her sisters usually woke that way.

Eleanor knelt beside a provision box, checking its fastenings before Nathaniel came to help lift it. Caroline and Rebecca rearranged a bundle, each insisting the other had tied it incorrectly. Charlotte had balanced her little book on a closed crate. Grace sat on the wagon tongue with a needle between her fingers, putting the last stitches into a torn tie.

They were all ready to leave except for the things which always required another minute. Lucy had begun to suspect that most of the journey west consisted of another minute.

“Try this.” Grace offered a clean scrap from her sewing basket.

Lucy wiped away the worst of the mark. “Thank you. At least one of my sisters wishes me to succeed.”

“I wish you’d fasten the candle in before we start,” Eleanor said. “It rattled yesterday.”

“I heard it,” Charlotte added.

“We all heard it,” said Rebecca.

Lucy opened the door and settled the candle more firmly into its holder. “I’m pleased it provided so much company.”

Grace’s shoulders shook. She lowered her sewing before she stuck herself.

Caleb came to collect the basket of tools he had left beneath the wagon. Grace looked up at him, and the smile on her face changed. It did that quite frequently now. Lucy had noticed the same thing with Lydia and Owen, and with Martha and Christopher, and with all the rest of them.

Seven married sisters. Seven men who could make perfectly sensible women forget whatever they were saying.

Caleb said something too softly for Lucy to hear. Grace answered just as quietly.

“There are other people awake,” Lucy informed them.

“Yes,” Grace said. “One of them is very difficult to overlook.”

Caleb grinned, took his tools, and went to help Nathaniel.

Lucy wrapped the lantern carefully. She meant to clean it properly when there was time. She had meant to do several things properly when there was time, but washing cups, finding lost mittens, and answering children's questions usually came first.

Above the wagon cover, the sky was pale and clear. The air had a bite that made her grateful for the shawl around her shoulders. Farther along the company, someone called for a missing rope. An ox objected to being moved, and a child objected to finishing breakfast.

Lucy knew those sounds. She knew which wheel complained before it turned, and which neighbor always believed he had packed something in the wrong wagon. Even the things that irritated her had become familiar.

Soon there would be houses instead of wagons.

She tucked the lantern where it would not knock against the box beside it.

“Ready?” Eleanor asked.

“I was ready before the discussion about my rag.”

“My rag,” Martha corrected.

Lucy climbed down. There seemed little chance that living in houses would improve her sisters.
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BY THE MIDDAY BREAK, Lucy had decided she would be content with a house that remained in one place while she ate.

The two family wagons stood near the edge of the company’s resting place. Caroline brought the bread bag, and Rebecca set down a water bucket. Martha uncovered a small pot while Lydia spread a cloth over a crate. Charlotte had abandoned her book to help Grace untangle the bundle's strings. Eleanor stood between the wagons, listening to Nathaniel’s account of the next stretch of road.

Lucy was arranging cups when she heard a man say, “You’re quite right. I wouldn’t like it either.”

She looked up.

Three men were approaching on foot with four loaded mules. The man nearest her had brown hair, a dusty shirt, and one hand resting on the neck of a brown mule with a pale nose. The mule had stopped beside a low branch.

The man bent to free a dangling end of rope from the wood. Then he stepped back and waited.

“There. You may continue thinking badly of me while we walk.”

The mule came forward.

Lucy smiled before she thought to prevent it.

“Interesting?” Grace asked.

“What?”

Grace had stopped untangling strings. So had Charlotte. Lydia’s hands rested on the cloth she was supposed to spread, and Caroline held the bread bag without opening it.

Even Rebecca had turned from the bucket.

“The mule,” Lucy said quickly. “I was looking at the mule.”

“Of course.” Caroline leaned to see past her. “Would you like an introduction?”

Martha pressed her lips together. Eleanor looked at Lucy, then at the approaching party, and said nothing. That was somehow worse.

“To the mule?” Lucy asked.

“You’re the one who finds him interesting.”

Nathaniel stepped forward to greet the oldest man. Eleanor moved only as far as the corner of the wagon to join them, where she could still reach the provision box. The other sisters stayed around the meal cloth, with Lucy standing in the middle holding two cups.

The older man introduced himself as Amos Rusk. The other two were Will Pike and Ben Sutton. They were returning to Clover Creek with goods they had bought on a supply errand.

At the name of their destination, Caroline finally put the bread bag down.

“You live there?” she asked.

“I do,” Amos said. “And I’ll be glad to sleep beneath my own roof again.”

Nathaniel called Daniel over. While the older men discussed the road, Ben moved his mule a few steps aside, clear of the wagon wheel.

The animal lowered his nose toward Lucy’s cups.

“He’s hoping for water,” Ben said. “He considers waiting unnecessary.”

“A sensible creature,” Lucy replied.

Ben’s eyes were brown. She discovered this because he looked directly at her when she spoke, which was reasonable and shouldn't have made her so aware of it.

“Solomon,” he said, touching the mule’s neck. “He thinks so too.”

“Does the name suit him?”

“He found that branch before I did.”

“Then perhaps he ought to be leading you.”

“He’s been attempting it all morning.”

Lucy laughed.

Beside her, Lydia became extremely interested in smoothing the cloth.

“This is our youngest sister, Lucy,” Grace said, taking pity on somebody. Lucy could not tell whether it was her or Ben.

Ben dipped his head. “Miss Whitaker.”

“You needn’t believe everything they tell you.”

“I’ve only been told your name.”

“It seemed best to begin early.”

His mouth curved. She liked that he waited a moment before smiling, as if he had properly considered her answer.

“Ben Sutton,” he said.

“I heard.”

Charlotte lowered her face toward Grace’s bundle. Lucy wished she would find something wrong with a string and occupy herself with it.

“Rebecca brought water,” Lucy added. “If your mule is tired of waiting, she can tell you where to take him.”

“I can,” Rebecca said pleasantly. “Although I expect he would prefer you to explain it.”

“I haven’t been introduced to all his opinions yet.”

“There are quite a few,” Ben said. “I’ll spare you the ones concerning breakfast.”

Martha laughed then, and Lucy could hardly blame her.

Rebecca gave him the direction. He thanked her, nodded to Lucy and the others, and led Solomon toward the watering place. Nathaniel, Daniel, and Amos stayed beside the wagon corner, discussing their own arrangements, with Eleanor listening.

Lucy set down the cups.

“I heard,” Charlotte repeated softly.

“We all heard,” Lydia said.

Caroline took Lucy’s elbow. “What a fortunate thing. Think how awkward it would have been if you’d needed his name repeated.”

“A person can hear a name without intending to marry it.”

Grace made a small sound that might have been agreement if her eyes had not been laughing. Rebecca turned her face toward Martha, whose expression had become offensively innocent.

“I’m certain she was only interested in Solomon,” Martha said.

“He is a very handsome mule,” Rebecca agreed.

“Excellent manners,” Caroline added.

“For a mule,” Lydia said.

Eleanor returned to the meal cloth. “We’ll give them room with the company tonight. Nathaniel and Daniel are speaking with Mr. Rusk about the road.” She looked at the cups Lucy had arranged. “Did you learn anything useful?”

“The mule’s name.”

“And the young man’s,” Charlotte supplied.

“I didn’t ask for it.”

“No,” Eleanor said. “You had already heard.”

They all laughed, including Grace, who had supposedly come to Lucy’s rescue.

Lucy opened the bread bag herself. If she kept her mouth occupied, perhaps her sisters would eventually tire of discussing what had come out of it.
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BEN LOOSENED SOLOMON’S pack strap and checked beneath it before allowing himself to think about Lucy Whitaker.

That was the order things ought to be done in. The mule had carried a load all morning and could not remove it himself. Miss Whitaker had six or seven people available to attend to her every need.

Seven sisters. He had counted them when introductions became necessary.

“Anything rubbing?” Amos asked.

“No. I’ll shift this roll a little before we start again.”

Will brought the other mules alongside and set down a sack. “Mr. Cooper’s agreed we can keep with them.”

Amos nodded. “We take our share of the work and keep our own provisions. If we eat at another fire, we bring something to it. They’ve enough people to feed without acquiring three more appetites by surprise.”

Ben had seen the wagons, the children climbing down, and the careful way the women handled their food. He understood.

“How long does he reckon?” Will asked.

“He wanted to know what I reckon.” Amos stretched his back. “I told him I’d rather arrive late than explain why I’d promised a day I couldn’t provide. A wagon travels according to its slowest wheel and the weather.”

“Solomon travels according to his opinion,” Ben said.

“Then you and he should have an interesting afternoon.”

Nathaniel and Daniel joined them before Ben finished adjusting the roll. They asked about ground Amos had crossed recently, about water, and about where loaded wagons might have difficulty. Ben listened. When Daniel asked whether a particular slope had been soft, he described what he had seen, including the place where the mules had sunk deeper than he expected.

He did not know what the same slope would be like after rain, and said so.

Daniel nodded. “We’ll look before we put the wagons on it.”

There was comfort in a man who wanted an answer he could use instead of the answer he hoped to hear.

When the arrangements were finished, Ben reached for a loose fastening on Will’s pack.

“Leave him something,” Amos said.

Ben stopped. “It’s slipped.”

“He has hands. I saw him use both of them at breakfast.”

Will took the fastening with a grin. “Splendid hands. I’m surprised you hadn’t noticed.”

Ben stepped back and let him do it.

Amos had hired him to tend stock, and Ben meant to give him no reason to regret it. Winter work was worth keeping. So was an employer who paid what he had promised and remembered that a young man required supper as well as advice.

The place in Clover Creek still felt new to Ben. He knew the pens, the work, and the people who came to Amos to buy or sell something. He knew where the roof dripped during a shower and which gate had to be lifted as well as pushed.

He had not yet grown accustomed to being asked to sit down when there was nothing waiting to be done.

Lucy Whitaker would have had something to say about that. He could almost hear the reply, although he had known her for less than an hour.

It would likely have involved Solomon.

Will finished the fastening and gave it a satisfied tug. “There. Your employment is safe from me for another day.”

Ben laughed and reached for his own dinner.
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BY SUPPER, LUCY HAD heard enough about the mule to last until Clover Creek.

She had also heard Caroline ask Thomas whether he thought animals possessed good judgment. Thomas had answered at some length, unaware of the looks passing around him. Lucy had almost felt sorry for him.

Almost.

Now the day’s cooking was nearly finished. Eleanor and Caroline sat beside the fire, with Rebecca on a folded blanket close enough to turn a pan. Charlotte had put her book away. Martha was serving, Lydia was passing the food, and Grace had settled beside Lucy with a cup warming her hands.

Nathaniel brought the three new men over. Amos carried a portion of their own supplies to add to the meal, and Will took the place Nathaniel indicated.

Ben stood behind Amos for a moment.

Lucy looked up at him.

Grace’s knee pressed hers. It was a very small movement, and entirely deliberate.

“We’ve been asking Mr. Rusk about Clover Creek,” Eleanor said. “Perhaps you can tell us something he’s forgotten.”

Ben sat on the far end of the open blanket. “He’s generally the one telling me what I’ve forgotten.”

“That sounds familiar,” Lucy said.

Her sisters looked at her with varying degrees of satisfaction.

“What would you like to know?” he asked her.

There were sensible questions. She had heard Eleanor asking them for months. Shelter. Feed. Work. What could be bought, and what would have to be made.

Lucy found herself asking, “What surprised you when you first saw it?”

Ben thought before answering. “How much washing there was.”

She blinked. “Washing?”

“On lines. On bushes. Over a fence somebody wanted to repair. I’d been thinking about mountains and roofs, and the first thing I nearly walked into was a wet shirt.”

Lucy laughed. “Whose?”

“I didn’t wait to be introduced.”

Grace lowered her cup, smiling.

“Was that disappointing?” Lucy asked.

“No. It smelled of soap. I hadn’t realized how long it had been since anything I owned smelled of soap.”

She understood that so well she could almost smell it herself.

“There’s work,” Ben continued. “And people already doing it. Mr. Rusk knows more about which rooms might be available than I do. Some families are crowded. I wouldn’t want to promise you an empty house.”

“Nobody has,” Eleanor said.

“But there are doors?” Lucy asked.

“Quite a few.”

“And they stay where somebody puts them?”

“Usually. One came off last month.”

“A disappointing exception.”

“It was mended.”

“Then I shall try to remain hopeful.”

Ben smiled at her, and she forgot for a moment that Grace’s knee was still pressed against hers.

The talk widened to include Amos and Nathaniel. Lucy listened while people described rooms she had never seen and work she could not yet imagine doing. Ben passed a dish to Rebecca, answered a question from Caroline, and let Martha give him a little more food.

He did not make their destination sound grand. He made it sound occupied. Somebody there had washed a shirt, lost a door, and put the door back.

For the first time, Lucy could imagine arriving on an ordinary afternoon.

When the men rose to see to their animals, Ben thanked the women for supper. Lucy wished him a good evening, and he returned it before going with Will and Amos.

Lydia waited until they were beyond the firelight.

“Wet shirts,” she said.

“Don’t begin.”

“Such an interesting subject.”

“I asked what surprised him.”

Charlotte nodded. “You did. I particularly enjoyed the questions which followed.”

“She was being thorough,” Rebecca said, exchanging a look with Caroline.

Martha held out the pot for Lucy to help empty. “Did you learn enough about our destination?”

“For tonight.”

Grace laughed into her cup. Eleanor regarded Lucy over the fire with the patient expression she wore when she knew an answer and intended to wait for everyone else to reach it.

“It seems to have agreeable manners,” Lydia observed.

“Clover Creek?”

“Certainly. What did you think I meant?”

Lucy took the pot from Martha. Around her, seven sisters found this far more amusing than it deserved.

She meant to think about the washing and the doors while she worked.

Instead, she wondered what Ben Sutton would say to Solomon in the morning.
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Chapter Two

September 30, 1854
The trail and the Whitaker encampment
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Lucy had decided to behave exactly as usual, which became difficult when a small boy accused her of giving his sister the better cup.

“This one’s bent.”

“They’re both bent.” She turned the other tin cup to show him. “There. You may each drink crookedly, and neither need be jealous.”

The girl accepted hers. Her brother examined the rim as though Lucy might have concealed an advantage in it.

“Hers holds more.”

“Then yours will be easier to carry.”

That satisfied him until his sister announced that she would help with the washing. He immediately wished to help more.

Lucy allotted them a cloth apiece. By the time the breakfast things were gathered, she had rescued a spoon from the dirt, explained that drying a cup did not require putting one’s whole hand inside it, and prevented the cloths from becoming flags.

Ordinary work. An ordinary morning. She had scarcely thought about Ben Sutton at all.

Except that Sutton told her nothing about where he came from. People could come from anywhere and be named Sutton. She knew where he was going, which should be enough when it was also where she was going.

“Is this dry?” the girl asked.

Lucy took the offered cup. Water ran over her fingers.

“It’s a brave beginning.”

The girl laughed, and Lucy gave her a dry corner of the cloth. They finished together, the boy bringing each washed article with such ceremony that Lucy thanked him as solemnly as he appeared to expect.

When they ran off, she nested the cups and covered them. There was a very good chance that Ben came from Iowa. Or Illinois. She had no reason for choosing either, beyond the fact that she had heard of them.

She tied the cloth firmly over the cups. Whoever had invented knots had understood the comfort of finishing one small thing.

*****
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THE MIDDAY BREAK BROUGHT out a quantity of mending that seemed greater than the clothing they possessed.

Eleanor spread a cloth beside the wagon, and Caroline and Charlotte began dividing the linen upon it. Rebecca sat with a stocking stretched over her hand; Martha knelt beside a bundle of shirts. Lydia had claimed the least comfortable box and was explaining why she preferred it, while Grace settled against the wagon wheel and passed Lucy a folded garment.

“Hold this while I find the seam.”

Lucy obeyed. “Do you suppose—”

Lydia looked up.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“It was plainly something. You had already begun supposing it.”

“I’ve stopped.”

Grace put a needle into Lucy’s free hand. “There’s a loose button.”

Lucy appreciated the rescue until she noticed Grace smiling.

“I might have meant the weather.”

“Then suppose away,” Lydia said. “We’re all interested in the weather.”

“You weren’t yesterday when I said your skirt would get dusty if you sat there.”

“That was a certainty. They’re less interesting.”

Charlotte shook out a cloth, hiding her face behind it rather too late. Caroline pressed her lips together. Even Eleanor’s attention to a crooked hem seemed unusually determined.

Lucy threaded her needle. She would sew this button on so securely that the garment would wear away around it. It was pleasant to have a purpose that did not invite seven opinions.

“Whatever you were going to ask,” Grace murmured, “you may still ask it.”

“I’ve forgotten.”

“Of course,” said Lydia, and bent industriously over her work.

*****
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BEN HAD FINISHED CHECKING the loads when he noticed Will carrying two awkward sacks.

“I’ll take one.”

“Take whichever looks agreeable. Neither has been much company to me.”

Ben took the sack anyway. It was easier to carry it than watch Will knock it against his knee for the remaining few yards.

On the farm, something always needed carrying, filling, or fetching. He had learned to look before being told; with two older brothers, it was one way to get a word of approval before the work disappeared into somebody else’s hands. Nobody had required him to stop once his part was done. He simply found it difficult to stop.

Amos stood beside the packs, counting the bundles they had taken off.

“Nothing missing?” Ben asked.

“Nothing. Is that buckle underneath the canvas?”

Ben put down his sack and opened the nearest fold. The corner of a buckle pressed against the covering. Another morning of rubbing might wear a hole there. He turned it inward, drew the canvas over it again, and held the bundle while Will tightened the tie.

“That’ll travel better,” Amos said.

They sat together to eat. Amos was fair about the work. The winter arrangement was fair too: board and wages, steady work through the months when a man might otherwise eat what he had earned in summer. Put something by, and eventually a place of his own need not be merely a thing to think about at night.

After eating, he found Caleb Foster’s wooden mallet beneath a folded canvas. He had borrowed it that morning for the stakes securing the pack animals, then packed it with his own things.

“I ought to return this.”

Will glanced at it. “There’s a task I won’t argue with.”

Ben brushed a little dirt from the head with his sleeve. Returning borrowed tools promptly was a good habit. The family might be gathered by the wagons was another consideration, and one he kept to himself.

Lucy had reached the last stitch when Grace lifted her chin toward the open side of their circle.

Ben was coming with a mallet in his hand. He wore the same ordinary work clothes as yesterday, one cuff unfastened and turned out.

Lucy looked down at the button, then up again. There was no reason she could not do both.

“Caleb’s,” he said, holding out the tool. “May I leave it here? I borrowed it this morning and came close to carrying it halfway across Oregon.”

“He’d have noticed before then,” Grace said.

She indicated a clear corner of the cloth. Ben set the mallet there, well away from the linen.

“I thought he might.”

Lucy drew the needle through. “Do you always return things before the owner comes looking?”

“Whenever I remember in time.”

“An honest answer. You might have claimed an excellent character.”

“I’d rather Caleb didn’t have to contradict me.”

Rebecca’s stocking lowered. Eleanor shifted the mending basket to make room for Martha’s bundle; Caroline continued folding while Charlotte matched two worn edges. Lydia was so absorbed in a thread she could have broken several moments earlier. They were all perfectly capable of hearing.

Lucy could either ask what she wanted to know or sit here wondering whether he came from Illinois until they reached Clover Creek.

“Where’s your family?”

“Iowa. My parents are still there, with my two brothers. Older brothers,” he added, looking at the gathering around her. “Though I don’t suppose that impresses you much.”

Iowa. She felt absurdly pleased with herself.

“Two is a modest beginning.”

“They’ve managed a good deal between them.”

“Do they tell you what to do?”

“Usually while I’m doing it.”

Lucy laughed. “I hope you don’t interrupt them by finishing.”

Martha made a small sound into the shirt in her lap. Ben’s smile widened, but he kept his attention on Lucy.

“Will you stay at Clover Creek through the winter?” she asked.

“I’ve worked with Amos. Board with my wages, so I won’t have to find both work and a roof when we get back.”

“How long have you worked for him?”

“Since earlier in the summer. Long enough for him to decide I was worth keeping.”

“Perhaps Solomon supplied a reference.”

“I hope Amos didn’t ask him. He’d say I’m too particular about which direction he walks.”

Lucy secured her thread and laid the garment aside. “What do you do when you’re not disagreeing with mules?”

“Feed them. Water them. See to the other stock. Carry feed, clean up, mend a fence when it needs it. Whatever Amos has for me.”

“And then they’re grateful.”

“Mostly they show it by making more work. Give an animal a clean place to stand, and it immediately thinks of something to do about that.”

Rebecca laughed outright. Lucy was glad of it. She could laugh too, without having the sound hanging alone in the air for Caroline to examine.

“It doesn’t sound dull.”

“Some of it is. Carrying the sixth bucket isn’t much different from carrying the first. You do it just the same.”

She liked that answer. He might easily have made the work sound grander. Instead, she could imagine him knowing precisely how much remained and setting about it without complaint.

“Do you like it?”

He took a moment over that. “I do. Even Solomon. He generally knows what I want. Getting him to agree is the difficulty.”

“Perhaps
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