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Dewberry, Montana – 1880s

Merry Jensen brushed the hair back off her face. It had already been a long day and was far from over. It wasn’t often like that at her diner, Ma’s Kitchen, named after her mother, who had died some time ago.

Ma had taught Merry everything she knew about cooking and baking, and it had helped keep the only diner on Dewberry Lane afloat. So did the stagecoach that came through Dewberry every week. Luckily for Merry, the stage office was located on the same block, and within walking distance. It was close enough their passengers happily made their way to the diner during the stopovers. Having first-hand knowledge of the timetable made life easier for Merry, and it allowed her to plan ahead for the onslaught of guests she might have. 

Still, it was hit and miss whether they visited the diner. A number of passengers went straight to Candies Galore and spent all their money there before embarking on the next leg of their journey. Since it had become somewhat famous, at least.  

The next onslaught of passengers was due in around ten minutes, and Merry was taking a much deserved break while she waited for them to arrive. A large pot of thick beef and vegetable soup simmered on the stove, and there were four trays of hot bread rolls in her large oven. It was the most wholesome, and most requested meal for the short time they had available to eat between stops. Merry, was of course,  prepared for other menu items should they be requested. 

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then savored the hot coffee sitting in front of her. Soon this much needed break would be over, and she would again be run off her feet. 

Merry had no sooner returned her empty mug to the kitchen, than she heard the front door open. She stood in the doorway to the kitchen watching passengers pushing and shoving each other trying to get in before everyone else, knowing their time was limited. What Merry really needed was help; someone who could help distribute meals when it was needed. If they knew their way around the kitchen, even better. She’d tried in vain, but so far had found no one suitable. 

Well, mulling it over was not going to help, so she went to greet her newly arrived customers. 

~*~
[image: ]


Nearly an hour later, and Merry felt ready to collapse. The stagecoach was at full capacity today. One poor woman had two young children with her, and was forced to hold them for the entire trip. Luckily, she didn’t have much further to go. 

“Would bribery help keep them in line?” she whispered to the mother, then told her about Candies Galore. The poor woman was ecstatic at the prospect. 

There was a huge pile of dirty dishes waiting for her in the kitchen, but she was totally exhausted, and it was the last thing Merry felt like doing. She tried to talk herself out of it, but knew the task had to be done today, otherwise she would be behind before she even began work in the morning. The thought made her feel ill.

Every day it felt as though she was chasing her tail. She began the day preparing breakfast, then the moment the diner was cleared, cleaned up and began work on the luncheon meals. On the days she made stew, she began far earlier as it took much longer to cook. 

Merry staggered into the kitchen and poured herself a mug of coffee. She would take a few minutes to recover before tackling the dishes and cleaning down the tables. When she eyed the large pile of dishes, she groaned. The stack seemed almost insurmountable. 

She really did need to find help. It wasn’t like she couldn’t afford to pay someone, especially on the days the stagecoach arrived in Dewberry. It was simply that she was unable to locate someone who had worked in a diner before, or even understood how a diner worked. The hospitality industry was not big in Dewberry, and therefore workers were not readily available. The thought was almost enough to make her cry. At least her mother had Merry to help her out, but Merry had no one. 

Instead of dwelling on what she didn’t have, Merry knew she should be counting her blessings for what she did have. She poured a coffee while she waited for the water to boil for the dishes. Then sat at one of the tables near the back and sipped her much needed coffee. The diner was closed now, so she wouldn’t be disturbed. Thank goodness for small mercies. 

She hadn’t been seated even three minutes when she heard a noise. She really should have locked the door, but her energy was far too depleted to walk the short distance to the door to lock it. She glanced up. Was someone here? She couldn’t see anyone. 

There it was again. It sounded like a groan? She wasn’t afraid, just curious, as she was certain everyone had left. If they were from the stagecoach crowd, they were in for bad news. The coach would have left by now. At least five minutes ago, perhaps longer. 

Placing her mug on the table, Merry cautiously headed toward the front of the diner. Head on the table, mussed hair going this way and that, she couldn’t tell if it was a man or woman. She glanced out the window; no one was about, so she prayed whoever was in her little diner was not violent. She wasn’t sure she could protect herself. 

Unless... she could run to the kitchen and grab a small pot. She could get more force behind a smaller pot than a larger one. 

Yes, that’s what she would do.

Before she could move, she heard the groan again. This time the head with the mussed up hair came up. “Where am...”

His eyes fluttered. The stranger could barely keep them open. 

Her heart pounded. Was she safe here alone with a strange man? She hadn’t had the chance to grab a pot yet, so would have to improvise should the necessity arise. She glanced about. All that was nearby was sugar bowl and the salt and pepper shakers. It became quite apparent she had little chance to defend herself should she need to. 

“Who are you, and what are you doing in my diner?” She made certain her words were stern, and her voice authoritarian. As his head came further up, Merry recognized him. “Oh, you ate here earlier.” Instead of being scared as she had been moments ago, she felt compassion toward him. “You’ve missed the stage.” 

His head shot up. “I can’t have! I am due in Hamilton in two days.” He groaned then, as though it was dire he get to his destination on time. 

Before Merry could say anything more, he shoved his hand toward her. “Phillip Dalton,” he said. “But everyone calls me Phil.” 

“Merry Jensen. I own this diner.” 

“Nice to meet you. I guess I’ll have to get the stage tomorrow.” 

She grimaced. “I hate to be the one to break it to you, but the stagecoach only comes through Dewberry once a week.” He stared at her and groaned. “We’re small and out of the way. We’re lucky to get the service at all.” She shrugged.

“I suppose you are right. Well, I have no idea what I’ll do now. That job was to be my fresh start.” Phillip lay his head on the table again, as if in defeat. Merry couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. 

“Can you send them a telegraph and tell them you will be delayed?” 

He lifted his head again. “I could, and will, but I doubt it will appease them. Perhaps you can tell me where I can get cheap accommodation until I can leave? I was counting on that job to keep me afloat.” 

Merry gave him directions to the saloon, and Phillip headed toward the door. “If you hear of any short term jobs, I’d appreciate it.” And then he was gone, leaving a bewildered Merry in his wake. 
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The door to the diner opened, and it took a moment for Merry to realize the young man standing there was the one she’d spoken to earlier that day. Phillip had cleaned up, and was far better presented. He wore clean clothes, his hair was no longer a mess. He was more than presentable now. 

“You look like a different person.” He did, and she wanted him to know it. 

“It’s amazing what a bath and clean clothes can do. I was exhausted from days of traveling, and that didn’t help either.” He glanced about the empty diner, seemingly taking stock of
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