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  Chapter 1
Ashes


Penelope Grant

[image: ]
Nebraska – late March 1872
Nelly Grant's heart twisted as she held her father's thin, pale hand. He no longer knew she sat beside him. His soul had long since moved on to be with her mother and brother. The only part of her father still with her was the unsteady beat of his heart and the shallow, slow breath that wheezed from his lungs. Her eyes brimmed with tears while she waited for the next ragged inhale that never came.
Loss filled her shattered soul. She closed her eyes and tears slid down her cheeks. 
Goodbye Papa. Tell Mama and Rob I miss them. 
She placed his hand on his hollowed chest and straightened the covers. His body, so strong and large last spring, had been ravaged by his slow, wasting illness. A trick of the candlelight made his thin chest appear to move, but she knew better. She took the light with her when she left the room.
The main room of the house was cold and dark. She stoked the potbelly stove and put a pan of water on the flat top to heat. There were still some vegetables in the root cellar. She would get those when she finished her chores. She shrugged on her worn winter coat, adding another layer to the six she already wore, and wrapped her scarf around her neck. She pulled an old felt hat over her bright red curls and tucked her small hands into knitted mittens. With dull resignation, she stepped outside into the cold Nebraska wind. 
It had snowed sometime during the night, but the clouds had already moved off. The sky was clear and the air so cold it stung her skin. To the east, a trace of color teased the horizon. Wind bit at her face and she tugged the woolen wrap over her nose. The cold winter air cleansed the scent of death from her nostrils, and the scarf retained just a hint of her mother's favorite perfume.
An inch of snow blew dry across the ground. Like dust, it scattered across the empty yard and piled against the house and barn in shallow drifts. The fluffy powder pushed out of the way when she pulled the barn door open. 
Nelly shivered as the warmth of the barn enveloped her, and she pulled the door closed behind her. The sturdy barn walls kept out the worst of the winter wind, and the warm darkness smelled of sweet hay and manure. An oil lamp hung by the door along with a box of matches. She lit the wick but left the lantern on its hook to keep her hands free. She stoked the stove and then performed her morning chores by rote.
Willis, their roan-colored farm horse, nickered to her as she stroked his neck. “Papa's gone, Willis. It's just us now.” She allowed herself the luxury of tears as she held onto the big horse. But not for long. After a few moments, she wiped the moisture from her face and turned back to her chores with dogged determination. 
She filled Willis' feed trough and made sure his water bucket hadn't frozen. “I'll be back to check on you before it gets dark.” She promised.
There was only one egg from the two hens. At Nell’s feet, the two hens nattered and scratched for feed. She slipped the egg into her apron pocket and spread a handful of grain on the ground for the chickens to scratch. She turned the wick down to snuff the lamp and caught the brief scent of smoke before she stepped out into the wind. The sky had lightened to a predawn gray. She hurried across the yard toward the root cellar beside the house, as the wind teased and tore at her hat.
The door to the cellar was heavy and difficult to open, but she managed on her second try. It fell to the hard ground with a sharp crack. 
What does it matter? There's no one left to hear. 
She followed the slope down into the earthy darkness. The smell of damp soil and vegetables surrounded her. She reached up and lit the lantern on the shelf. Much of the food she had managed to harvest last fall remained. She picked through the dry bins and chose a potato, two carrots, and a turnip. She slid the vegetables into her large coat pocket, pulled her mittens back on and snuffed the wick on her way out. She fought the cellar door closed and shivered as the wind slid up her skirt.
Inside the house, she emptied her pockets on the counter and shed her coat and gloves. She sliced the vegetables into sections with the big kitchen knife and added them to the boiling water, along with a pinch of precious salt. Exhausted from the long night, she sat at the table and thought her plan through. She’d already decided to leave the farm and had packed most of the items she thought to sell. Her head rested on her arms and despite her best effort, her eyes closed. 
I've nothing left.
Over the last seven years, she’d watched her life torn away, piece by piece. First, her brother Rob had never come back from the war. He’d left ten years ago, at the age of sixteen, with his best friend and neighbor, Jim Kelly. Jim came back four years later, without Rob. Jim said he’d sworn to Rob he would take care of his little sister. Jim had even asked Papa for her hand in marriage, but her father chased him off. Papa said she was too young and Jim had nothing to offer a wife. Jim left the next year for the California gold fields. 
She had never said more than ten words to Jim Kelly, yet her mind built a future around him. 
Her stomach rumbled as the scent of cooking vegetables filled the small room. She blinked her eyes and watched the steam rise from the pot for several moments. Finally, she stood, wrapped a towel around her hand and moved the pan from the stove to the counter. She rested her hip against the wooden countertop and stared at the wall, continuing to count her losses.
Momma was next to leave them. She’d been swept away by fever two years ago. Her sudden death devastated Papa. Life became so much harder for her and Papa after that. Papa lost his desire to work and began to drink. They had scraped by, but it hadn't been easy. Jim Kelly's promise to return became the beacon of light at the end of a blighted trail that kept her going.
She suspected Papa was ill last spring, during planting season. He was tired all the time and only put two fields in the ground. By August, he had become too weak to go outdoors. Nell harvested what she could—and what she couldn't—she left to rot in the field.
At Christmas, she had hitched Willis to their small buckboard wagon and rode into town. They needed salt and grease and had root vegetables and a hen to trade. It was then she learned the fate of Jim Kelly. The owner of the general store recognized her long red curls. He had kept the newspaper article about the tragic end of a local boy and brought it out to show her.
Her stomach clenched each time she remembered reading the newspaper article. The words ended her dream of a future with the young man she barely knew. 
Jim had indeed struck it rich. He had left California to come home to her, just as he promised. At a stage stop in Idaho, he had a run-in with a band of outlaws. The gunman's name was Dan Gregor. A witness claimed Jim Kelly had been shot and robbed for the gold he carried. A bounty had been placed on Gregor, who called himself Denver Dan. 
Amidst the horror that filled her as she read of Jim's fate, a sliver of determination, as cold and hard as iron, took root inside and began to grow. Over the holiday season, as her father's health worsened, and then toward spring, her plan took shape. For now, all she could do was contemplate the details of her plan, and take care of her father. 
She ate the soup straight from the pot until she was full, and then put a plate over it and set it on the edge of the stove to keep warm. That would be her dinner as well. Her eyes turned to her father's closed bedroom door. Since she had already begun to sort and pack what she would take, she hoped leaving wouldn't take too long.
She paced through the small house and sorted items until she became overwhelmed with fatigue. The hours slipped away, and the late afternoon light reminded her she had promised to visit Willis before dark. She threw on her outer garments and ran to the barn as the sun skimmed the western horizon. The animals were fine, though Willis was restless. She stoked the barn stove for the night and then moved to the horse's stall. “I'll take you for a ride tomorrow, Willis.” Her hand rubbed his nose, and she gave his coat a quick brush. The hens had tucked their heads for the night, and the peaceful companionship of the animals was a balm to her soul. She lingered in the barn longer than she planned. The scent of animals and hay was warm and alive.
Long after sunset, she trudged back to the house, closed the door and shed her winter gear. She lit the lantern on the table and stared at the flame. There was still so much to finish, but she had no strength left tonight. 
The steady glow of the lamp mesmerized her, and she found herself nodding off. With a last glance at papa's closed door, she turned down the wick and went to bed.
She'd been so long without rest that sleep captured her as soon as she closed her eyes. At first, her slumber was the emptiness of exhaustion, void of imagery or sound. Before long, disconnected images began to appear, fragmented and confused. She saw her father in the field, before his illness—a brief glimpse of Robby and Jim wrestling in the yard—she heard her mother laugh.
Then her dream became hollow and barren. Her chest ached with longing, and an emptiness she had never known before filled her heart. In the distance rode a lone figure—the sound of hoof beats on a dirt road—a discordant tune played on a ragtime piano. An angry man stood before her, tall and muscular, with light colored hair. Then he was above her. His blue-gray eyes looked into hers with a passion so intense and real, Nell felt her body respond.
“Let me touch you.” His voice was warm and close. 
She raised her hand to brush back the hair from his face. 
At her touch, he turned his head and kissed her palm, then disappeared. In his place, she saw a silver star and heard gunfire and cries of fear. 
A deep foreboding filled her chest and clenched her lungs until she gasped for breath. 
She blinked her eyes and found herself sitting in bed. Her heart thundered in her chest. Looking down, a glimmer of moonlight reflected on the blood in her hands. 
Am I still asleep? 
The cry of a child sounded in the distance, and she struggled from her bed with a gasp. Nell stood in her small room, shivering, and listened to the night. The putrid smell of illness and death assured her the dream had fled. Around her, the empty house stood silent. Even the ever-present Nebraska wind had ceased to blow. She found the edge of her bed in the dark, lowered herself to the mattress and pulled the blanket over her shoulders. She hung her head in the night and thought about blue-gray eyes.
* * *
It took two days to load the buckboard. The precious or useful items Nell intended to keep, she placed in a carpetbag and stowed beneath the seat. The other goods she hoped to trade or sell, she piled in the back of the wagon. She caged and brought the chickens as well. She couldn't just leave them to freeze or starve. 
Someone will buy them. 
Her path led west, away from North Platte and anyone who might recognize her. She’d stay close enough to the rail line that she could make use of the markets.
She kept her brother's ivory handled colt pistols. Jim had given those to her father when he’d brought home word of Rob's death. She cut her hair short and left the long red curls on the kitchen floor. She put on her brother's denim slacks, his black felt hat, boots and heavy overcoat. Too large for her by half, but they hid her shape well and gave her a measure of autonomy. 
She stood by the buckboard, her arm around Willis, as the flames she had set in the house crawled across the door and ran up the roof. She couldn't have buried her father as he deserved. Even if she could have lifted him, the Nebraska soil was still frozen. 
Part of her wanted to turn away, but she willed herself to watch the flames take her father
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