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      A faint throat clearing.

      A hushed retort.

      Cool glass against my cheek.

      The train car jostles, dreams invade, and the sounds and smells of the past consume me.

      Laughter bounds around the velvet-lined room. Everything is decorated in rich reds and bronze woods, and punctuated by the sound of dinging buoys floating in the harbor outside. The pungent scent of Parisian tobacco and African violets fills my nose, and I lean back in a liquid haze. When was the last time I felt so free? Days? Weeks? Months? Time escapes me as my thoughts drift, and any nagging sense of unease floats away with it.

      I’m not sure whose settee I’m lounging on, but it’s plush and luxurious against my back, and I worry I might fall asleep in the familiar chatter that feels like home.

      Wake up, a distant voice begs me. Something dark looms closer in the periphery of my mind, and I blink myself back into the parlor. I’m at a party, I remember. I shouldn’t be here. Why shouldn’t I be here? I can barely recall.

      I glance at the mantle clock, and my mouth dries as my mind races to understand why seven minutes after four in the afternoon feels so impending and important.

      “It’s inconceivable!” Henry laughs beside me, giving me a start. His blue eyes are dim and shadowed. Even his crooked smile looks drawn and wasted compared to memories from our childhood. My brother is fading, and that reminder rouses my dulling senses.

      Wake up, the voice says again. More laughter fills the room, and I peer around at my faceless friends suddenly surrounding me. They are lost in their amusement, their jewels glitter in the low light of the chandelier—all of them are oblivious. All of them are indulgent without a care in the world.

      And all of them are doomed.

      As I struggle to swallow the encroaching fear, wrestling with my thoughts, the visage of the room blurs, though my brother’s features are painfully clear—red-rimmed and ashen all at once.

      Even in the haze of my mind, the rustling satins, taffetas, and lace grow too loud as the people who fill the room sip from their crystal flutes. The contents of their glasses splash over the brim as they throw their heads back, cackle, and laugh.

      Once again, my gaze locks on the mantel clock, the minutes passing painstakingly slowly, but to what end, I still can’t recall.

      It’s almost time, the voice tells me.

      “Time for what?” I rasp, shiftily glancing around the room of vibrant colors and plush velvets. It’s easy to forget the world outside these walls is grim and covered in soot. But I need little reminding. I know what looms beyond the shuttered windows that never open anymore—they haven’t for nearly fifty years. The black smoke billowing from the silos on the peninsula, smothering the entire city in a suffocating thickness. It’s always waiting for us, all of us, to step outside again.

      Unable to sit still in an intoxicated daze a moment longer, I try to stand, but I can’t seem to manage it and stumble back into the settee, the world spinning a little.

      “—you all right?” Henry asks, leaning closer. His features blur before sharpening again. His blue eyes look almost crimson, and his lips and skin are cast in a blue-ish gray that makes my heart sink as the fragments of my memory reshape.

      A cool draft wafts through the room, sending chills undulating down the back of my neck. “We should go,” I say in a rush. “We need to get you home⁠—”

      “Nonsense,” Henry chuckles. “We must seize the day!” He raises his glass. “However many we have left,” he mutters. Henry tosses back the last of his claret, then reaches for the decanter on the table beside him and refills his glass.

      “Henry,” I plead. “We⁠—”

      “Who needs the sun when you have sherry?” a woman says with a simper somewhere behind me.

      “We must go,” I tell my brother. My skin is feverish with a cold sweat. “Henry⁠—”

      “Go where, Lizzy? There’s no bloody place to go.” But when I look at the clock again, my heart rate spikes three-fold.

      Seven minutes after four.

      White hot fear drips down my spine as I eye my brother, transfixed by his dubious laugh and sunken face. The moment he opens his mouth to chide me again, I see the blood staining his teeth, and he chokes out a laugh. His face falls. Henry’s eyes grow wide, and he grips his throat.

      “Henry!” I cry and run to his side, but he’s flailing and I stumble back. This is it. This is what I feared. This is what’s been looming.

      His body convulses as a dry, strangled gag gurgles from inside him. His eyes bulge. His neck strains.

      I watch in horror as everything around us fades and my brother’s face reddens, his lips turning blue as his eyes grow so round I fear they will pop out of his head. He stumbled over his own feet, grips onto a bookcase to stay upright. But in a gasping breath, he falls to the floor, his slicked-back hair rumpled and hanging in his face as he chokes.

      “Henry!” I scream again, but my voice is only an echo as he clutches at his chest, hits at his lungs, and rolls onto his front, a dark mucus dripping from his mouth and onto the rug beneath him.

      “My mother is going to be so mad,” a girl cries behind me. “Her rug is ruined!”

      “Shut up and help him!” I shout. “Help him!” I reach for my brother again, gripping his hand as he lies contorted and gasping for breath on the rug. “Please,” I screech. “Help him!” But I can’t look away. Henry’s eyes fix on mine, the life draining from his purple face as he gulps at nothing.

      “Breathe, Henry!” I beg, trying to roll him over so I can hit on his chest. “Please, breathe!”

      But it’s no use. His body is too heavy. The wheezing has stopped. His gasping subsided. The strain is gone from his features—he is gone. My brother’s eyes are frozen on me to remember for all eternity, and I can only sit beside him, motionless and trembling.

      My brother is dead.

      I will my eyes to open, but the scent of the sea fills my nose, and my limbs and mind are too heavy. And as my brother’s drunken laughter reaches my ears again, I know I must relive it all anew.
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      April 2, 1884

      We fled Baltimore for the New Territory, desperate to escape the death that hangs ever present over the city. It’s a funny thing, fleeing. You flee danger for safety. You flee to escape, like we escape the oppressive fog that clings to the cities. But even in the distance we put between us and it, the blackness lingers. I can feel it in my lungs, like feathers that tickle the back of my throat. A cough I cannot clear. It’s the smoke that billows from the front of the train as we ride further away, hanging in our wake. There is no escaping what we’ve done. The steaming beast we ride in, for all of its conveniences, is proof enough of that. The danger follows, it taunts us. We have ruined this world, and there is no escaping it.

      —Lizzy
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      The train lurches and slows on the tracks, jolting me from the visage of Henry’s frozen eyes and purple face that haunt my dreams. It’s my reality, black lung—I can’t escape it. Not when I look at my mother. Not when I shut my eyes at night. And every time I take a breath, my chest tightens, and I wonder how much longer before this breath is my last.

      I peer down at my hands, trembling as violently as my heart beats. It doesn’t matter how many months have passed or how many times I’ve tried to save my brother in my dreams. The result is always the same. He is dead and gone forever. One of many born in the Gray Generation, only to leave it far too soon.

      Emotions still too raw from my dream, I rest my head against the bench and peer up at the wood-slatted ceiling of the train car. I let the rumble of the train numb my mind as best I can, but I don’t dare close my eyes again. Instead, I count to ten and follow the cracks in the gnarled wood—end to end as I work to control each strenuous breath. Slow and steady, the way my father showed us. The tightness is always there. Waiting. “Feel the beat of your heart and control each exhale.” It’s a mantra I’ve known most of my life.

      No matter how many of our generation are born with weak constitutions, or how many Grays we’ve witnessed struggling for breath in their final days, I wasn’t prepared to watch Henry die that night. I wasn’t ready for the terror in his eyes, the anguish as he asphyxiated in his last breath. It’s an image sharper and more heartbreaking to me than any other—than any dead body, young or old I’d seen fall to black lung in Baltimore. And it will continue to haunt me. Forever.

      The cramped train car smells musky, but the passengers are quiet, save for a few coughs and whispers somewhere behind me. Mostly, everyone sleeps. And, taking advantage of the silence, I concentrate on the even thump in my chest and the shift of the train beneath me. I strain to hear the shallow rhythm of my mother wheezing as she sleeps behind me, assuring me she still breathes at all.

      My father snores softly, too, and when I look back, the silver of his mustache shimmers in the pale dawn light and his mouth is gaping. My mother rests her head against his chest, just like the carriage rides home from dinner parties when I was a child. Before we were forced to accept the grim reality of the world. It’s never getting better, and now, all we can do is flee the toxic city.

      When my father’s finger twitches, I notice the newspaper slipping from beneath this hand, and crane my neck to read the headline.

      Too little, too late? President Arthur orders country-wide factory closure.

      I hold my breath, squinting as I read in the fading shadows.

      Since returning from London, President Arthur has ordered complete closure of the American textile industry, claiming air quality continues to worsen around the world, specifically in populated cities with concentrated chemical and textile manufacturing. His declaration is no surprise after the Variant Climate Council postulated a reduction in productivity was necessary to stave off worsening weather patterns over the next ten years. It seems, however, the most brilliant minds in the western world could not have predicted the accelerated effects of the global industrial boom. The Shift⁠—

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      I turn forward. A small boy stares over his bench seat at me. I’d noticed him when he boarded with his mother yesterday. His skin is pallid from the sunless city, like me, but his face is streaked with grime and he taps his long, dirty fingernails on the pinewood incessantly. I notice a tattered piece of fishing net clutched in his other hand. Though the boy has a waif look about him and is caked in filth, he’s only five or six years old, too young to manage a fishing net on his own. And with only the woman asleep on the beach beside him, and a few meager belongings crammed between them, I can figure out the rest.

      They’re running away too. And minus a person, as we are, it would seem. No doubt the boy has the heaviness of the lungs like I do, but I wonder if he will be saved, fleeing the blackened city so young. Or is it too late, and he will he suffer the same fate as the rest of us, regardless of where he goes? Now that the president and Queen have come together, I wonder if they will finally be able to right the wrongs of our predecessors.

      I gaze out the long window beside me. The morning sun peeks through the dissipating clouds in the pink horizon, and I allow myself to smile. I admire the rays that filter through the clouds, casting the countryside in a soft, pale hue. Since childhood, the clouds have been a constant thick black. Yet here, on a stretch of train tracks somewhere outside Virginia, there is an actual sunrise.

      Warmth spreads over me, not from the heat that penetrates the windowpane in the early morning, but from an ease that fills my heart; something that feels a little like hope.

      My father was right. No matter what uncertainties wait beyond the only world I’ve ever known, it’s better to see the sunrise in a foreign land than remain in the darkness that hovers over Baltimore. Even if the villainous voice in the back of my mind never fails to remind me it’s probably far too late.
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      April 8, 1884

      Six days ago, I saw a possibility of life beyond the blackness. Today, I wonder if rain is not worse than what we left behind. At least we had our home in Baltimore. We had food and water and the comforts of everyday life, even if our health was the sacrifice. Here, in lands unknown to us, we are met with a looming, bleak uncertainty. We barely have more than the clothes on our backs and dwindling hope in our hearts.

      The speed and protection of the train is irrelevant when the tracks and the barren plains that surround us are flooded as far as the eye can see. We’ve been stopped for over a day now, sedentary in the stench of twenty-seven passengers, some of them only with us since the last stop but smelling as if they’ve walked the expanse of the entire country. All of us stewing in tension so thick and palpable, I can almost taste it, like dangerous desperation on my tongue. There is nothing but water and mud in all directions, and we are crammed inside like stinking sardines. Even the conductor has taken to his flask.

      It does not help that the changing temperatures have been difficult on Mother, and with each coughing fit, I can’t help the morose thoughts that loop through my mind.

      What will we do if she doesn’t make it to our new home in the Arizona Territory? And, if the torrential rains never cease? If this is all the second chance we’ve been given—a slow, fetid death with a train car full of strangers who stare at my mother as if she’s a contagion they wish to eradicate—perhaps it’s best to make our peace with it now.

      No. I have to remind myself that Father will think of something before it comes to that; he refuses to fail when it comes to my mother.

      - Lizzy
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      “Lizzy . . .” My mother’s voice is soft as she strokes the side of my cheek. “Wake up, darling.”

      I blink my eyes open, surprised I’ve fallen asleep in the afternoon heat. I close my gaping mouth, lick my lips, and lift my head as I glance around the narrow train car, remembering the other passengers filling the bench seats around me.

      “You were snoring, darling,” my mother says, so low no one can hear. But she’s not quiet in order to be polite. A whisper has been all she can manage since the train started up again.

      Rolling my shoulders, I stretch my stiff neck as best I can. “I’m not sure how much longer my body can take this.” I groan, forgetting momentarily that I’m supposed to act like a lady. Or, I was supposed to act like one in another life, at least. Now, sitting among strangers on their own road to rescue and desperate second chances, I doubt anyone gives a damn about my manners. Not anymore.

      But when I glance behind me and meet my mother’s gaze, noticing her hands primly folded in her lap despite her laborious breaths, I know that’s not entirely true. My mother cares about propriety and acceptable behavior as much as she always has. She’s Marian West, a woman of good breeding and reputation, and no amount of toxic fog or days unclean in a train car will change that. Even in her ailing state.

      Once again, I think of life before Henry died, before my mother got sick, before the city began to rot—my mother would have demanded a carriage of our own. She would have insisted on it. But since my brother’s death, she’s lost a spark in her, and she seems to accept life more willingly as it is now.

      After four weeks of loading on and off one train to the next, and thirty days of incessant worrying about what the weather-ravaged lands will conjure next, I wonder if Sagebrush Canyon—our reverie from the dying city—can really be so close. It was supposed to be a fast trip, the steamer zipping across the continent, swift as the wind itself; Around the Continent in a week flat! But clearly the advertisement hadn’t accounted for raging winds, hammering rains, and flooded plains.

      But, finally, on the last leg of our journey, I dare to hope all three of us might actually make it to Arizona.

      “Two more days, and you’ll have a bed to sleep in,” my mother says, her voice thick with exhaustion. But as uncomfortable as I am, sitting on a hard, creaking bench with only the garment bag I brought to cushion my seat and keep me warm, it’s not me I worry about. The lifeless tone with which my mother sometimes speaks is what keeps me up at night. It’s the rasp in her voice and each wheeze that’s a blaring reminder of how ill she’s become in the months past, even if she tries and fails to hide it from me.

      “As will you, Mother,” I remind her. I look back at her again, taking in her rich, dark hair tied at the nape of her regal neck and peer into her shadowed blue eyes.

      With a tight smile, she dips her chin.

      I glance at my father, jotting notes in his journal beside her. He’s lost in his own world as his hand moves quickly over the pages. His glasses rest on the tip of his nose, his gray mustache is unkempt, and his eyes droop with exhaustion; my mother’s health—and mine—rests in his hands, and he’s determined not to fail us.

      I inhale a lungful of air, and my breath catches in the invisible net in my chest. As my mother’s condition worsens with the heat and dryness of the New Territory, mine feels changed. The air is more pure, and I can already feel its lightness filling my lungs with less of a flutter. Unlike my father, however, a part of me has accepted the looming future. Even if I can’t bear to watch it steal my mother’s last breath the way it stole Henry’s, I’ve seen enough to know it’s unavoidable. I’ve watched my friends fall ill and die, their parties and escapades only quickening their demise in a city of sunless skies. I’ve listened as my father explains to his patients that the last fifty years of poisonous air have merely been a prelude to the lasting effects on the body. My mother and I are no different from everyone else affected by such maladies.

      Out here, though, where the sun shines and birds fly in the cloudless skies, it’s almost too easy to imagine a brighter future, removed from the stink of decaying bodies in the cities. But perhaps that’s ignorance too. Just like thinking our walls would keep us safe inside. That our money could somehow save us. That I could continue perusing pop-up shops in people’s homes for exotic wares and attend dances with my friends. It was girlish ignorance, more blinding than the sequins on a Turkish gown, and when I let myself think too long and hard about all of my follies, guilt, regret, and disappointment begin to consume me anew.

      “You’re frowning, Lizzy,” my father says.

      “Just nervous,” I lie. Instead of meeting his gaze, I peer out the window, past the mud splatters and dust, at the unending desert. It stretches as far as the sandstones and distant mountains allow.

      “When I was a girl,” my mother whispers, and I crane my neck around to hear her better. She fingers the butterfly pendant hanging around her neck. “I heard stories about these lands—uncharted and wild.” She says it almost whimsically.

      “They still seem to be,” I muse. “Uncharted and wild, that is.” The land is dry with blue skies and purple thistles blowing in the breeze. “It’s . . . different than I thought it would be. Beautiful,” I realize. “And I’d just started getting used to the menacing mountains and ominous, gray clouds in Colorado.”

      “Yes, well . . .” My mother’s mouth curves a little in amusement. “We’ve been limited in our lifetime, Lizzy, despite all we know.” She draws in a ragged breath and seems to exhale every regret she holds close to her. “The world is much larger than we realize, especially in our dark city, which is all you’ve ever known. Your father and I should’ve ensured⁠—”

      “You could not have known it would come to this, Mother.” I meet her gaze, guessing her morose thoughts easily enough. “Why Arizona?” I ask, changing the subject. “Why Sagebrush Canyon?” I shift my gaze back to the window, eyeing the red flecks in the gigantic stones that jut from the desert floor.

      “They were in need of a doctor, I suppose.” And it’s far away from danger and the past, her reluctant tone implies.

      “But our new home—Father secured that through correspondence so quickly.” I can’t hide my skepticism. Of all the people fleeing the city and all the families in need of a place to go, how could my father have managed such a perfect situation for us?

      “It was”—she clears her throat—“part of the advertisement.”

      Something doesn’t feel right though, and I can’t help but wonder what deal my father has made with the town, or what sort of state the place might be in. I think about the torrential rains throughout the plains, and with that, more misgivings spur to life and looming uncertainty nestles back into my shoulders.

      “What if it follows us?” I hear myself say the words before I can properly register them. Though I’ve had weeks to get used to the changing colors of the sky, I imagine one strong breeze might shift all we left behind straight for us. “What if we haven’t seen the worst of it?” What if this is all for naught? I force the question from my mind, refusing to spiral as my mother wheezes with a shallow breath.

      “Have hope, Lizzy,” she whispers, but I can hear the catch in her voice before she begins coughing and I peer back at her. My mother’s hands are clenched in her lap, her eyes fixed on me as her face reddens and she forces a steadying breath. Her stare speaks volumes and I glance at my father, exhaustion finally claiming him as he dozes beside her.

      She wheezes, and I glare back at her.

      Do not wake your father for this. Let him sleep.

      She needs her tincture before she breaks into a fit. I look at my father again, at his bag on the ground in the aisle beside him. While he still shows no signs of illness, my mother worries he’ll work himself to death before she leaves this world.

      I reach over the bench to wake him, but my mother clutches my arm.

      I am fine, for now. Do not wake him. But the tightness of her jaw and constant swallowing—the clipped shallowness of each of her breaths—is far more terrifying than the warning in her eyes and press of her fingers.

      I glare at her, and despite my mother’s stubbornness, she coughs, stifled though it is, then coughs again, stirring my father from sleep despite herself. I watch with bated breath as my parents fall into the chaotic scene that always follows one of my mother’s spells.

      My mother pushed him away, needing space to breathe.

      My father reaches for his bag of remedies.

      They fuss back and forth as my mother’s features strain and her skin speckles with sweat before she finally concedes and takes a few drops of the tincture. All I can do is help keep my mother cool, so I pick up my journal and fan her.

      My heartbeat races, and suddenly, the sun feels merciless through the window as I try to control my own breathing. Heat clings to my skin, dampening my blonde curls against my neck, and my corset seems to tighten with each breath I take under the weight of my sweltering, wrinkled dress. I’m barely able to stomach the image of what
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