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    To everyone who has ever gone West in search of breath, light, or a place to begin again.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Some lands steal your breath. Others give it back.
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DRY AIR AND GOOD HOPE

A Story of Early Tombstone

By Edith Clairmont
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Chapter 1 — Into Thin Air

Arrival in the Desert

The dust found them first. It sifted through the stage curtains and scalloped along the floorboards like pale water, and Eliza Harper—who had crossed the whole wide map looking for air she could swallow without a fight—drew it in and smiled anyway. It was dry, yes, but it did not cling to her ribs the way Ohio’s damp had done. The sky outside looked ironed flat, a hard blue handkerchief stretched from one mountain fence to the other.

Nate tipped his hat at the driver and climbed down, then turned to offer his hand. “Careful of the step, Liza.” She took it, not because she needed it but because it pleased him to give it, and together they stood blinking on the edge of Allen Street, where the world rattled and clanged like a pocketful of nails. Hammers measured out a steady beat somewhere close; a piano down the way gambled with a melody and lost. Sunlight caught on glass and brass and the nickel shine of a new pump handle at a corner trough.

“Smells like work,” Nate said, which was his way of saying it smelled like hope.

They had come by rail to Benson, then by stage over miles that looked empty until you stared—then they filled with thorn and feather, with shadows that belonged to neither cloud nor man. Tombstone’s name had been a dare on a prospector’s tongue; now the dare had turned into streets and storefronts, and an appetite for nails and timber big enough to feed a carpenter for years.

Eliza pressed a handkerchief to her lips. Habit. The breath came soft and even. There was a heat in it, yes, but it did not carry the old heaviness; it did not groan at the bottom of her chest the way Februarys in Circleville had taught it to do. She tucked away the cloth and shaded her eyes to read signs—Boarding, Millinery, Hardware, Photograph Gallery, a newspaper office farther along with a painted door that simply said Epitaph.

“Nate,” she said, touching his sleeve. “There’s a paper.”

“Better still, there’s a roof over our heads to be found before sundown,” he said, but he followed her gaze and smiled. “We’ll see it after we stow our earthly goods, Miss Ohio.”

Mrs. Boyle’s House

Their earthly goods amounted to two trunks, a carpetbag that refused to hold its shape, Nate’s saws and planes in a wooden case, and a folded letter from Dr. Avery of Cincinnati—the one who had said Arizona would give Eliza a fighting chance. The driver hauled the trunks to the boardwalk and tipped his hat toward a sign that read Rooms & Meals—Mrs. T. Boyle, Fair Rates.

“Best hash on the block,” he said. “And the lady runs a clean hallway. Watch the second step—she means it.”

The second step had a warp that sang underfoot; Nate tested it, squinted, and made a note in his head of shims and nails. The front parlor smelled faintly of soap and strongly of coffee. A woman in a lavender dress that had once been grand, and still was if you squinted, looked up from a ledger with the air of a magistrate weighing sentences.

“You’ll be the Harpers,” she said, before either of them spoke. “You look road-dry and honest. Temperance Boyle. Welcome to my temple of peace. If you are not peaceful, you will be. I have ways.” Her eyes softened. “You’re the ones from Ohio, the lady with the lungs. Doctor Avery wired ahead. You’ll want the back room—it’s cooler by two degrees and looks out on a patch of yard I call a garden because I am an optimist.”

“Mrs. Boyle,” Eliza said, the name tasting kindly in her mouth. “We’re much obliged.”

“Obliged comes with supper at six,” Mrs. Boyle replied. “My rates are fair and my coffee is strong and the second step complains. You’ll learn its song.”

They signed the ledger. Nate carried their trunks down a corridor that smelled of starch and sun. The back room was narrow and neat and bright. A white bedspread waited like snow. Eliza touched the sill: the wood was cool, the glass warm. To the east, beyond roofs and street, the sky tilted up into a pale brightness. Horizon like a promise. For a moment she only breathed—testing the air the way a swimmer tests water with one foot, surprised and grateful that it held her.

“Wash,” Nate said gently. “Then see about work.”

They scrubbed road grit from their faces and hands at the small basin, smoothed their travel-wrinkled clothes, and stepped back onto Allen Street with Mrs. Boyle’s directions folded into Eliza’s glove. “Hardware is two doors down from a man who plays the piano in a way that makes me question Providence. The paper is four further; Clara Finch runs the back room there and knows more about commas than the Almighty intends one woman to know.”

The Epitaph

The Epitaph kept its door propped open with a stack of old proofs. Inside, the air held a kinship of ink and metal, of paper rubbed soft along the edges. The room hummed with small order—type in their little wooden homes, galleys stacked like obedient soldiers, a composing stone that looked like it knew more secrets than it would ever tell.

A man at a desk peered over spectacles and then past them, toward the street, as if reading an invisible headline. “Subscribers?” he asked.

“Neighbors,” Eliza said. “If we behave. I know my way around a frame and chase and pica measure. My father ran a small weekly in Circleville. I can proof names clean and keep a galley from tripping.”
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