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  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT


  KAT’S CRADLE





  “...Ever wonder what life was like in the early pioneer days? Did living on the land make you closer to the land? Did the love between a people grow stronger because they depended on each other for survival? Mary Jean Kelso answers these and other questions in her riveting tale of life on the frontier in her newest novel, Kat’s Cradle.”




  ~~Reviewed by Morgan Wyatt for Novelspot.com




  Other Books by Author Available at Whiskey Creek Press:


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com




  Blue Coat




  Cavalry Lieutenant Winslow Brighton, stationed below the mining town of Virginia City, Nevada, responds to an Indian massacre. There he discovers a young woman has been taken hostage by a renegade Apache.




  In his efforts to rescue Laura O’Connell, his heart is torn between the fashionable young lady he is engaged to, Elizabeth, and Laura, a quick-tempered redhead who is determined to live or die in this new country on her own terms—whatever her fate.




  Meanwhile, Amethyst (Amy), a prostitute Win has grown fond of, waits anxiously for his return. She knows it’s unrealistic to fall in love with a customer. But, she also knows emotions are irrational and she has already suffered enough.




  ~~To all the history buffs who are not satisfied with dry dates and locations. In the end, it’s the people who count—the way they lived their lives not only during historic events, but even in their mundane everyday world.~~




  Chapter 1




  It seemed that every outlaw in the territory was moving to Bodie, California. One could barely walk down the dirt street or board sidewalk without the threat of running into one of the “Bad Men of Bodie.”




  Life was tenuous, at best. If it weren’t for illness and natural disasters, now everyone had to be on guard against these evil men that preyed on the weak and sought out the strong to confront and better them until one or the other lay in their grave.




  For young Katrina Marie Sturdivant, life was hard and the best she could hope for was to grasp what little happiness she could and hang on.




  Katrina’s best friend, Polly Schaffer, shook snow from her cape and entered the house where the girls were to attend a sewing bee. She balanced on one foot while she removed her boot from the other and announced excitedly, “The Seeress of Washoe is in town!”




  Kat, as Polly called her, looked up from her sewing and handed her needlework to Mrs. Bean for inspection.




  Mrs. Bean, a miner’s wife who was teaching the two fifteen-year-old girls to sew, studied the stitching. She nodded to let Kat know it was correct, then shook her head at Polly’s gossip.




  “Eilley Bowers is just another woman, like any of the rest of us. If she’s got powers to predict the future, I’ll—I’ll—well, I just don’t believe it!”




  “One of the miners said Mrs. Bowers once had a visitor that she suspected of being a murderer!” Polly let the words drag out in a nasal voice.




  “So? What happened?” Kat pressed her anxiously.




  “Well...” Polly again stretched time and then hurried on, “she left the room, and when she returned the man was gone; pieces of crystal from her peep stone lay scattered across a marble table top where the glass ball had sat, and a fine powder of dust was on her highly polished floor!”




  “And do you think it exploded or that the man smashed it?” Kat was curious about this woman that was said to have so much power.




  “Oh, go on, Polly,” Mrs. Bean chided good-naturedly. “You learn too much from your brother and his working for that newspaper. I swear, I think that boy fancies himself another Mark Twain and it’s rubbing off on you!” She shook her head, again, and turned back to her needlework as she thought about the man who was becoming famous for his stories up in Virginia City.




  But Polly was Kat’s best friend and Kat was intrigued with her story.




  Later, when the two girls left Mrs. Bean’s house, Kat quizzed Polly further and Polly delighted in sharing her embellished tales about the fortuneteller.




  They walked close together, tight against the building fronts where they could dodge inside a store if they heard gunshots or saw someone that appeared to be causing trouble.




  “Here’s my dad’s store already, Kat. Are you sure you can go on home safely alone? Maybe Sam could walk you to your house.”




  While Kat would have enjoyed Sam’s company on her way home, she had something else in mind.




  “No, I’ll be careful. I’ll run to a neighbor’s house if I see anyone coming that frightens me.”




  “Stay close to the other buildings until you get near your house, promise?”




  “Yes.” Kat tucked her sewing bag under her arm and waved at Polly as she opened the door to Schaffer’s General Store and went in.




  As soon as Polly closed the door, Kat went alone to the Bodie Hotel to visit the Seeress of Washoe.




  Kat placed all the coins she had on the table next to a large crystal ball. Then she sat quietly listening as Eilley Bowers predicted her future. She was absorbed in the details of her life as the cold winter wind whipped snowdrifts against the hotel, giving credibility to the chill that ran along her spine from Eilley’s prophecies.




  “I see in your future,” the portly Mrs. Bowers droned in a monotone, “that you will travel far.”




  Kat listened intently, not taking her eyes from the smooth crystal ball the miners called “Eilley’s peep stone.” How she wished she could see the secrets held within that glass for herself!




  The expression on the older woman’s face changed abruptly. She looked up to study Kat to see how the next words she spoke would affect her young guest. Her hesitation was brief.




  “Tragedy will befall your household. You will be forced to seek shelter elsewhere.”




  Kat cringed.




  “That’s all. You must leave,” Mrs. Bowers said, dismissing her with a wave of her hand.




  Kat rose unsteadily from her chair. She muttered a stunned “thank you” and edged out the doorway of the hotel room. She closed the door behind her and slumped against the hallway wall while fear flooded through her. She had wanted to know her future, but she was looking for a bright spot to aim for. Hadn’t she had enough tragedy in her life already?




  She tried to regain her composure as she walked through the hallway and out through the lobby and back out into the crisp, winter air.




  She knew her father would be home soon, and she urged herself to hurry. She must get home and start his supper, she told herself. Since her mother’s death, three years ago, the household chores, including the cooking, had become her responsibility.




  Kat drew her scarf closer around her neck, stuffing the extra material inside her coat to help block out the cold that seemed even more severe with the gloom Eilley Bowers had predicted.




  When she reached the small cabin where she lived, she tried to put her thoughts of the meeting with Mrs. Bowers aside.




  Inside, she stirred the remaining embers in the fireplace to life. Then she put yesterday’s stew into a kettle to hang on a bracket above the coals. Having dallied at the hotel, she rushed the food, urging the pot to heat as quickly as possible, Still bundled up while her small home warmed, she set the table and waited for the chill to leave the room.




  She removed her wraps just before she heard her father stomping the snow from his boots onto the front steps.




  “Evenin’, Kat.” Dutch greeted her with a smile on his face. “Boy, I’m hungry,” he said as he looked toward the cook pot. “Dinner sure smells good.”




  “Stew’s always best the second day,” Kat returned, forcing conversation to push away thoughts of the afternoon session at the hotel.




  Dutch washed, then straddled one of the benches in front of the rough hewn table and waited for Kat to dish up his plate.




  “Pa...” she began with hesitation as she placed the salt and stiff butter on the table. She brushed at imaginary crumbs. Should she tell her father what she had done? “I,” she said, then, blurted out the whole story.




  “Malarkey,” Dutch said when she had finished. “That woman just told you part of her own life’s story. Don’t you believe all that bunk. You tend to your own doings and things’ll be jest fine.”




  “Yes, Pa.” She was relieved to hear the common sense in his denouncement of the prophet’s powers.




  There was silence as they ate the vegetables that she had raised during the summer. Her arms ached with the memory of toting buckets full of water from the little creek that ran through a section of Bodie, but the effort had been worth it when she harvested the produce. And, now, she liked the pleasant aroma that lifted from the brimming plate as she placed a chunk of coarse bread next to the stew. The smile her father gave her, when he looked up, assured her that her effort had been well spent.




  “Oh, I almost forgot,” Dutch said teasingly, as he pulled a crumpled envelope out of his shirt pocket. “This came in on the stage from Bridgeport today.”




  Since the weather had become increasingly worse over the past few days, Kat had feared they had seen the last stage come into Bodie until spring arrived to thaw the town and allow the outside world in once more.




  Now she saw the familiar handwriting of her brother, TJ, and clutched the letter with joy.




  “All the way from Alaska!” Kat stared at the travel-worn piece of mail.




  “Go ahead, read it,” her father urged, poking at his food with a fork while his second helping cooled.




  Eagerly, but slowly so her father could hear clearly, she read the words he could not.




  “Dear Pa and Kat,” the letter started, and Kat smiled remembering that TJ had been the one to nickname her, just as she had nicknamed him when she, as a baby, couldn’t pronounce his given name, Tobias James.




  As she held the letter she remembered how, once, when she was a small child, she had climbed a scrub pine. Their mother sent TJ to bring her down.




  Although TJ was several years older, she eluded his long-armed grasp and giggled senselessly as she played a game of striking out gently at him with one arm while she clung to the tree with the other. She dared him to take her down.




  “Katrina,” TJ said, looking up at her and seeing the image of a small Dutch girl in her crisp pinafore with her blonde hair plaited into two stiff braids. “You come down here this very minute or you’ll get a whipping.”




  His threat was very real, but she could not control the effervescence she felt at the chase and giggled more, delaying the possible punishment.




  “You little cat! Come here!” TJ insisted, becoming impatient with her game. Finally, she relented and climbed down to be dragged by the hand back home.




  “Cat fits you fine,” TJ said as he tugged her along. “You’re that curious, too” he added and turned her over to their mother.




  Now, Kat smoothed the letter on the table before her and brought her thoughts back to reading TJ’s words out loud.




  “So you’ll know this big country better—all I can say is, it’s not that much different than where you are.”




  Kat shuddered at the thought of another place as winter bound as Bodie. High in the Sierras, the town could become isolated quickly and frozen in time until a thaw hit.




  “Only thing is, you get a lot less cold than we do. We have to warm the ground with fires to dig out the gold. Sometimes the smoke nearly chokes us to death, but the earth stays frozen so deep we don’t have any other way of digging.




  “By the time you read this you’ll probably be fighting the snow, too. So, in a way, we aren’t so far apart.




  “I’m well, and fine. Hope you’re the same. Your loving son and brother, TJ.”




  Kat looked up with tears in her eyes. “I don’t see how he stands it, Pa. I hate these cold, horrible winters.”




  “I know, but we have to make a living, Kat. Mining’s the only way I know.” Dutch dipped thoughtfully into his stew with a chunk of buttered bread and watched the oil from the melting butter streak across the top of the hot liquid. “TJ’s young. He’s jus’ startin’ out. I know you miss him, but you don’t want to move to Alaska now, do you?”




  No! She’d just have to put up with Bodie.




  “Besides, I promised your Ma I’d see to it you got an education and got settled down, yourself, before I took to following the strikes again, Katrina,” Dutch said.




  “I know, Pa,” she whispered back, remembering when her mother had died in childbirth and the baby boy had followed her a few days later.




  Kat remembered how none of her efforts had helped to keep the tiny infant alive.




  “Kat,” Doc Bacon had told her, then, when the baby stopped breathing and Kat clutched the bundle close to her willing him to breathe again, “you’ve done all you can.”




  Dazed, she had turned helplessly with the baby in her arms and held him out to the doctor.




  Doc Bacon rechecked for a heartbeat and shook his head.




  “He was born too early. Sometimes there are things going on inside we just don’t understand.”




  “Now, Kat,” Dutch’s voice brought her attention back to TJ’s letter. “You snap out of it. You hear me? This Bowers woman’s got you all upset. Tomorrow’s a better day. You best be getting started on your presents for the Christmas tree down at the Union Hall,” he said, hoping to distract her from the unsettling session with the fortuneteller.




  “But, Pa, it’s only the first part of November. Christmas is a ways off,” Kat protested.




  “Good, it’ll keep you busy!” He slid the bench back and brushed the crumbs from his shirt. Kat watched as he got his coat from the nail by the door.




  “Goodnight, Katrina,” he said as he left for his evening walk to Shanigan’s Saloon.




  Kat closed the door behind him and packed the rag rug her mother had crocheted tightly against it to stop the snow that melted along the threshold from forming a puddle.




  Her father had never told her where he went in the evenings. But, once, in the late summer daylight, she had watched him make his way down their rutted, dusty road and cross over to the saloon on the corner of Browne Street.




  In the dim lights that showed now from the windows of other homes down their street, she watched men walk toward the various saloons as the storm ebbed. She wondered what mysteries were hidden behind the doors that drew them each night until nearly time to report to the mines for the next day’s labors. She prayed that her father wouldn’t run into one of the outlaws that hung out there, as well.




  She slowly cleared the table, picking up TJ’s letter to place it on the mantel where it would be available to read and reread as she searched for the flow of communication between them to lessen the physical distance and pain of loss. How many years it now seemed since she had taunted TJ from that tree!




  When TJ still lived at home, he had been her companion once she grew beyond the incapable child stage. In the evenings, they played checkers. As she grew older, he often teased her about the boy she would someday meet and marry. She smiled to herself as she thought about the happier times.




  Kat put the butter back into the coldest corner of the cabin and covered it with a dishtowel her mother had embroidered. She ran her fingers lovingly across the fine stitching and remembered the warmth of her mother’s hug.




  Katrina Marie Sturdivant, you stop that! Tears bubbled to her eyes. You’re going on sixteen. It’s time you were thinking about finding a fella and settling down yourself! After all, TJ had been only eighteen when he set out to make his fortune. Besides, what else was there for her to do but care for her father and bide her time until she had a home of her own and a husband to care for? She no longer attended school, having completed the highest class the teacher at the one room schoolhouse in Bodie offered.




  Surely, there must be something else to be, besides a wife!




  But Bodie already had a schoolteacher and, while she could assist the local dressmaker when she polished her sewing skills, most of the Bodie women made their own clothes and clothes for their family, so the town didn’t need another full-time seamstress.




  She thought of her visit to Mrs. Bowers’ hotel room, again. Now, she wished she had asked the fortuneteller what her vocation would be.




  She sat down in her mother’s wooden rocking chair and picked up her own sewing as she turned her future over in her mind. Her fingers methodically pieced together bits of cloth scraps as she chose the colors to best compliment each other and rocked as she worked. The soothing motion helped ease her troubled mind. But the question remained when she put her sewing aside and went to bed. What would she do with her life?




  Chapter 2




  When Kat heard the rooster crow from the small pen near the cabin the next morning, she stirred herself beneath the heavy pile of quilts. She knew she must quickly dress, gather eggs for her father’s breakfast, and see him off to the mine as her mother used to do.




  When she reached the cabin door, she was thankful that the snow had stopped falling during the night and she shoveled her way the few feet to the chicken coop. She hoped to keep a path open between the cabin and the out buildings as winter laid its depth of white blankets around her home.




  “Shoo,” she told the hens as she rushed them from their nests. She felt for the warmth of an egg, through her coarse knit mitten, and gathered the few there were.




  As the days shortened, and the weather became colder, intensified by the strong cutting winds that blew across the small valley cradled in the high Sierras, there were not enough eggs to sell for extra money.




  With the storms becoming more intense, few modes of transportation were moving. What probably was the last stage of the season reached Bodie yesterday and quickly retreated. Soon, only the long trains of pack mules and jackasses that hauled wood from the mountains, where the men were able to gather the scarce fuel, would move reluctantly. What few sleighs that would be able to travel would be pulled by a strong team of horses with square snowshoes nailed to their hooves for better mobility on the deepening snow. A small wood-burning stove would be hauled in the sleigh for people to huddle around for warmth as their heavy coats would not be enough protection from the harsh elements.




  Kat knew travel outside Bodie would be impossible and supplies would become increasingly short. People would have to guard their food supplies and precious woodpiles even more closely as winter settled in. She thought of the miners, her father among them, and how much more dangerous their jobs would be as the snow drifts grew so deep Bodie residents would be forced to tunnel their way from building to building or stay confined within their homes.




  “Shoo!” she said, again, as an inquisitive hen pecked her mitten, scattering her thoughts like the chicken feed she tossed.




  As she latched the chicken-coop door to return inside, she looked across the valley floor where the white landscape was broken occasionally by an outstanding gray headstone, or weathered marker, positioned in the cemetery against the early dawn light.




  She remembered her mother’s stories about a faraway land and her trip across the ocean from Holland as a young bride. She had related her fear of the journey and its unknown dangers to Kat. Christina Sturdivant had also told her daughter how she had carefully packed the bulbs of glorious tulips from her native land in order to take a piece of the homeland she left behind to her new world.




  Every spring the tulips blooming in the Sturdivants’ front yard were the envy of the other Bodie women. Over the summer the bulbs were allowed to multiply beneath the ground and each fall Christina carefully dug, separated, and, patiently and tenderly replanted most of them to spread a larger carpet of splendor the next year.




  Each January she placed a few of the bulbs in a tin can and forced their growth: first in a dark corner of the cabin and, finally, in their place on the single window ledge to encourage them to bloom early and bring a bit of spring ahead of schedule to this hard land.




  Kat thought about her duties to make this year’s early crop take root. She thought, also, of the sturdy bulbs hidden beneath the dirt and snow cover in the family plot, where she had moved some of them from the front yard after her mother died. Now, the bulbs multiplied where they were planted and her mind pictured the burst of glory that bloomed each year on only two graves in the Bodie Cemetery.




  Now, in her mind, Kat compared the difference between the bright spring tulips and the stark white blanket of snow across the graves. Kat sighed as she paid homage to her mother’s memory.




  When she returned inside, her father had the fire going. She picked up the heavy black cast iron skillet and put it on the metal grate over the coals. As the pan heated, she sliced cornmeal mush to fry along with the eggs. Two-day-old bread, washed down by thick black coffee, would complete her father’s breakfast.
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