

    
        
          Amelia's Heart

        

        
        
          Susan Hart

        

        
          Published by Susan Hart, 2025.

        

    



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

    
    

    
      AMELIA'S HEART

    

    
      First edition. December 11, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Susan Hart.

    

    
    
      Written by Susan Hart.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Amelia's Heart

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Sign up for Susan Hart's Mailing List

About the Publisher


Amelia's Heart

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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In the spring of 1875, Amelia Turner stood at the threshold of her parents’ clapboard house on the outskirts of Hartford, gazing at the muddy lane that wound its way toward the train station. She had always been a restless soul, the kind of woman who startled society ladies by leaping astride unbroken colts and riding them at a gallop through the fields. The city’s finest matrons paid handsomely for her rare gift with horses, but Amelia could never bring herself to feel at home in those perfumed parlors, sipping tepid tea and trading polite nothings.

The truth was, Amelia was tired to the bone. Not just from her chores, or the dawn-to-dusk labor of running a small country household with an aging, irritable father, but from the way her days unfurled in a ceaseless, predictable loop. Tired of the looks—sometimes pitying, more often patronizing—from neighbors who wondered aloud if she would ever marry, or why she “ran a bit wild” for a girl of respectable family. Tired of the snide laughter from the boys at the livery when she bested them at harnessing a nervous gelding, tired of the sharp cut of her mother’s disappointment each time a new suitor left the house and never returned. Tired, most of all, of feeling like her very self was an embarrassment, a raw and ill-mannered thing that refused to be tamed.

From the day she could reach the stirrups, Amelia had been her father’s right hand on the farm, jumping at his every shout. She’d learned to patch fences, to birth calves, to dig postholes in March mud so deep it sucked the boots off her feet. When her mother fell sick, Amelia kept the house running and the meals hot, and when the woman passed, she became the only thing holding her father’s temper—or the family’s dignity—together. The work was endless: Mending, scrubbing, wrangling the chickens, and keeping up with the endless parade of town gossip that always seemed to circle back to her. She did it dutifully, even cheerfully, determined to fill the spaces her mother had left behind.

If she sometimes nursed secret dreams of riding out west, of living in a place where the horizon was as open as she was, Amelia tried not to let it show. “Think of your brother,” her father would bark, and she did—every day, packing off her own ambitions so that Henry could go to school in New Haven, a privilege neither of them could have imagined before her mother’s passing. Amelia watched the letters from Henry arrive in their precise, nervous script, detailing his studies and his plans for a future far removed from muddy farm lanes and the smell of linseed oil. She was proud, fiercely so, but the pride tasted bitter when she looked down at her own hands, split and stained from years of labor with little to show for it. 

Time passed, as it does, until the work became less about hope or duty and more about simply getting through the day. Some mornings, Amelia would wake to the clatter of rain on the roof and lie in bed a moment longer, wondering if this was all she was meant for—if she would live her entire life in this same house, doing the same chores, answering to the same sharp voice that had ruled her childhood. Was it selfish to want something else? The question ate at her, as relentless as the wind that rattled the windowpanes.

Evenings, after supper was cleared and her father had dozed off in his chair, Amelia would sometimes sneak to the barn and sit with her favorite mare, a dappled gray with a crooked blaze named Lady. She would press her cheek against the horse’s warm neck and let the steady sound of breathing fill some hollow place inside her. Out among the stalls, it was easy to imagine a different life: One where she ran her own stable, or maybe worked on a ranch out west, where men and women both were measured by what they could do, not what they looked like in a Sunday dress. She’d heard stories—wild, thrilling tales—from passing farmhands and the occasional traveling salesman about the Dakota Territory, or the far reaches of Montana, where the land itself was hungry for hands and hearts willing to work.

She let herself dream, but only for a few minutes at a time. Every time, she’d shake it off and return to the house, the walls thick with her mother’s memory and her father’s snores. But lately, the dreams were harder to dismiss. They grew teeth, gnawing at her resolve from the inside out. It was as if the ache of wanting—long ignored, always buried—had sprouted roots that twined through her chest and refused to let go.

So, when the Hartford Weekly arrived, as it always did on Thursdays, and Amelia spotted the quarter-column advertisement tucked between the news of train schedules and the price of wheat, she sat up straight for the first time in weeks. WANTED: STRONG WOMAN to aid in the management of HORSES and HOUSE, frontier town of Dry Creek, Wyoming Territory. Room, board, and fair wage provided. Inquire at the telegraph office.

But now, with her father’s gout confining him to the parlor and her brother grown and gone, Amelia’s thoughts turned westward. She longed for real work—work that stained her with sweat and dust, that left her too tired for regret at the end of a sun-baked day. She fantasized about wide-open pastures, about stables that echoed with the whinnying of a hundred horses, about a place where she might finally belong.

She clipped out the ad, tucked it in her sewing bag, and thought about it for a full week before telling a friend. The conversation, when it came, was less dramatic than she’d feared. “Horses are all you’ve ever loved, Amelia,” the friend had said, smoothing her apron with trembling hands. “I suppose there are worse fates than a woman living out her days under the Montana sky.”

Within a fortnight, Amelia packed her meager trousseau into a battered trunk, said tearful farewells to her family, and boarded the westbound train. The journey was grueling—days of lurching railcars, nights spent in crowded inns, always one meal away from hunger and one wrong word away from scandal. Still, she thrilled at the changing scenery: The endless sweep of prairie, the mountains rising blue-gray in the distance, the way the sky seemed so much larger the farther she traveled.

She thought often of the rancher, E. L. Prescott, and what kind of man would place such an ad. Was he elderly, seeking a housekeeper rather than a wife? Was he lonely, or merely desperate for cheap labor? At night, as the train rocked her to uneasy sleep, she dreamed of arriving on a windswept plain, of horses grazing in the golden haze of dusk, of a future she could shape with her own two hands.
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[image: ]


For a moment after the train doors banged open, Amelia simply stood, one gloved hand clutching her battered valise, the other shading her brow against the morning glare. Dry Creek sprawled before her in all its raw-boned glory, a ragged horseshoe of log buildings huddled around a wide, hoof-churned street. The station itself was hardly more than a platform and an awning, its lone sign dangling askew by a rusty chain. Beyond it, the town seemed to have been built in the blind optimism of someone who believed it might one day be more than a stopover for cattlemen and miners. 

As the train exhaled a last plume of steam, Amelia spotted the soul of the place in its details: The mud-splashed storefronts daubed with crude hand-lettered signs, the trio of children pelting each other with snowballs beneath a faded banner announcing “SPRING SUPPLIES NOW IN STOCK,” and the blacksmith’s hammer ringing sharp and steady from somewhere up the road. The church steeple, peeling but proud, presided over the chaos like a matron with a firm but forgiving hand. There was nothing elegant about Dry Creek, but it pulsed with a brash, eager energy she’d never felt in Hartford. 

Amelia’s heart skipped—unmistakably, absurdly—with hope. She inhaled, filling her lungs with the crisp bite of sage and woodsmoke, and for a moment, everything in her life felt newly possible. The west was supposed to be hard; she’d been warned by neighbors and by her own
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