

    
        
          Clarendon's Curiosities

        

        
        
          Susan Hart

        

        
          Published by Susan Hart, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      CLARENDON'S CURIOSITIES

    

    
      First edition. September 11, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Susan Hart.

    

    
    
      Written by Susan Hart.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Clarendon's Curiosities

Chapter One: The Creative

Chapter Two: First Steps

Chapter Three: Stories & Suitors

Chapter Four: Christmas Comes

Chapter Five: A New Year

Chapter Six: Eastward Bound

Chapter Seven: New Beginnings

Chapter Eight: Unexpected Arrival

Chapter Nine: The Storm

Chapter Ten: A Winter’s Promise

Sign up for Susan Hart's Mailing List

About the Publisher


Clarendon’s Curiosities

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One: The Creative
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In the spring of 1875, Hetty Clarendon wove her way through the brick-paved streets of Boston with a measured gait, one that disguised the urgent longing that thrummed beneath her ribcage. Her days brimmed with activity—lectures on the rights of women, meetings with artists and abolitionists, and long, solitary hours in her attic studio where she painted scenes of oceans and open fields, all places she had never set foot in. She had learned to be content with the city’s grand libraries and suffragist parlors, but always there lingered a gnawing hunger, an ache that neither the approval of her peers nor the intricate stitchwork of her hands could quite ease.

Boston was, in some respects, the perfect town for a woman of Hetty’s temperament. Its streets rang with the debates of reformers, the clatter of aspiring entrepreneurs, and the lilting songs of immigrants who had remade the city into a patchwork of old and new. Yet, even as she relished these sharp contrasts, Hetty felt pinned in place—like a rare insect in a collector’s box, admired and studied but never permitted to fly. Her parents, stalwart Unitarians, had encouraged her independence, but they had also expected her to remain within the orbit of their tidy rowhouse near Beacon Hill, to become a governess or a schoolteacher, perhaps, but never something as risky or flamboyant as an artist or a businesswoman.

It was in the narrow, sunlit back room of Miriam Aldershott’s embroidery shop, surrounded by the mingled scents of black tea and dyed merino wool, that Hetty finally admitted her dissatisfaction aloud. “I want to do more than just talk about change,” she confessed, fingers restless as they picked at a scrap of blue velvet. “I want to live it.” Miriam, whose hands were always flecked with indigo, looked at her with an amused, almost maternal affection.

“There’s a broadness out there,” Miriam replied, gesturing beyond the window to the busy thoroughfare and, by implication, to the continent itself. “Not just in the land, but in the living. Out west, a woman can set up her own shop, mind her own business, and no one will so much as blink.” Hetty imagined it: a place where her ambitions might breathe and expand, not shrink to fit the narrow expectations of Boston society. She saw herself among rough-hewn buildings and endless skies, painting by daylight and running a shop by night, perhaps even marrying someone who valued debate and art as much as she did. “What about danger?” she ventured, not quite able to suppress the thrill that shivered up her spine.

“Danger, certainly,” Miriam said, nodding gravely. “But adventure, too. You wouldn’t be the first to try your luck.” She poured more tea and leaned in, lowering her voice. “If you’re so inclined, I know a man in Philadelphia who matches women with opportunities out west. It’s all above-board—arranged marriages, employment contracts, even land deeds for the right sort of lady. I can show you the pamphlet after closing.”

That night, Hetty could barely sleep for the excitement. She lay in her small attic room, listening to the clack of horseshoes on the street below, and imagined the pulse of the world stretching past Boston, past the tidy homes and chiseled monuments, all the way to the wild, untamed territories she had only read about in books. By morning, she had resolved to visit Miriam at the shop again—not as a customer, but as a confidante.

The pamphlet turned out to be a slim, cheaply printed affair with smudged type and lurid promises: “Adventure Awaits! Gentlewomen of Gumption Needed in the Western Territories!” It listed settlements eager for teachers, nurses, seamstresses, and wives, with testimonials from women who had gone before. Hetty read every word, then traced the map on the back page with her finger, pausing at the name “Echo Ridge, Arizona Territory.” The name sang to her—a place so remote, it seemed to exist outside of time.

Once the decision was made, it seemed as if the whole universe conspired to propel her west. Her father, though initially dismayed, relented when he saw her determination; her mother wept, then set about assembling a trousseau of linens and practical garments. The women at the suffragist meeting cheered her on, pressing small gifts into her hands: a silver pen, a pocket-sized primer, a locket containing a lock of Miriam’s indigo-stained hair. Hetty spent her last weeks in Boston packing and repacking her trunks, composing letters of farewell, and buying every blank sketchbook she could find.

On the morning of her departure, the city was wrapped in a fog so thick Hetty could barely see the steps in front of the boarding house. The hackney carriage clattered her and her trunks to the station, where the smell of coal and damp stone filled her nostrils, and she glimpsed the stationmaster’s lantern bobbing in the mist like a lighthouse beacon. She looked back only once, at the blurred outline of Miriam waving a handkerchief, and then she boarded the westbound train.

The journey was a study in transformation. At first there were familiar faces—bankers, businessmen, and matrons bound for Chicago; their voices tinged with the nasal vowels of New England. Hetty kept to herself, filling the hours with reading, sketching portraits of her fellow passengers, and writing in her journal. She memorized the rhythm of the rails, the way the train shuddered and sang as it crossed rivers, then wheatfields, then ranges of mountains that made her breath catch in her throat.

By the third day, the passengers left were a motley assortment: a pair of German cousins bound for the Dakota Territory, a cantankerous missionary with a gold tooth and a battered Bible, and a young widow with two solemn children. Hetty learned their stories over shared meals in the dining car, their voices softened by the sway and rattle of the train. She began to see herself through their eyes—not as a curiosity, but as a fellow traveler, another soul in search of something she could not name.

The last leg of the journey was the most disorienting. The train slowed as it entered the Arizona Territory, the landscape flattening and opening wide, dotted with saguaro and tumbleweed, the sky so blue it seemed impossible. Hetty pressed her face to the glass, watching dust devils spin across the plain, and wondered if the air itself, so dry and electric, might transform her into something new.

By the time the train stopped at Echo Ridge, Hetty’s neck was stiff and her skirts dusty, but her heart raced with anticipation. She stepped onto the platform and was nearly blinded by sunlight, the air shimmering with heat and promise. The depot was little more than a clapboard shack, but already she saw signs of life: a line of horses tied to a rail, a pair of boys tossing a battered ball, a woman with copper hair sweeping the porch of a nearby store. Hetty gathered her things, squared her shoulders, and took her first steps into the unknown.
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Chapter Two: First Steps


[image: ]


The first morning Hetty walked the splintery planks of Echo Ridge’s main street, she was greeted by a chorus of alien sounds—the drawl of ranch hands trading insults, the shriek of a blacksmith’s anvil, the yips of boys sprinting in and out of the general store. The air shimmered with heat and the constant churn of dust, as if even the landscape itself was trying to decide what it might become. Still wearing the heavy skirts and stiff-collared blouse of Boston, Hetty felt half-transformed already, a creature caught between two worlds.

She wasted no time. By late afternoon, she had mapped out the essential services: post office, telegraph, a mercantile boasting “fresh” bacon and “clean” calico, and two saloons with swinging doors as red as barn paint. The building she’d leased from a man named Devlin—himself a recent arrival from St. Louis—sat between the telegraph office and a squat, sun-bleached barbershop. Its windows were grimy, its floors scuffed raw, but Hetty saw immediately how light poured through the front at all times of day. She spent her first two nights sleeping in the back storeroom, rolled up in a blanket, with her trunk for a pillow.

Within a week, she had transformed the hollow space into something that felt nearly cosmopolitan. Strip by strip, she scraped the windows clean. She mounted a sign above the lintel—Clarendon’s Curiosities—Native Weavings, Fine Art, and Useful Sundries—lettered in her confident script, the capitals shaded
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