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Dewberry, Montana

November 1880, 

“Quick, run! Get out now!” 

Holly Yates’ head shot up as the fireman ran into her store, the Holly-Berry Cake Shoppe. Confusion surrounded her. “Wha...” Before she had a chance to speak further, he’d come behind the counter and swooped her up. “Put me down this instance!” she demanded. But he did no such thing. 

“You’re in danger, Ma’am,” he said as he quickly carried her out onto the street. It was then she noticed the horse-drawn steam-driven fire engine out on the street in front of her store.

“I said, put me down,” she said through gritted teeth as she stared into his chocolate brown eyes, not taking her gaze from his. He continued to carry her in spite of her demands. “What on earth is going on?” Her last words were undecidedly a demand, and the burly man holding her slowly put her down. Holly knew if she’d been on the ground already, her hands would have been on her hips, without doubt. She was fuming at his indiscretion and his assumption he could man-handle her without permission. 

He pointed upwards, toward the flames coming out of the roof of her store. Holly’s heart pounded. This was the last thing she needed, and not long before Christmas too – her busiest time of the entire year. 

“Darn it,” she said. “I’ve been putting off replacing that old oven for ages. I guess I have no choice now.” 

He stared at her but uttered not a word. 

“It is the oven, I presume,” she asked, suddenly not so sure. 

“We’ll have to wait and see. If you’re all right...” 

She waved him inside. The Holly-Berry Cake Shoppe was her livelihood. Without it, she had no idea what she would do. 

“What’s going on? Are you all right, Holly?” It was Mrs. Grayson, a lovely lady, but the town gossip. 

“I...I honestly don’t know,” she said quietly. “Apparently, my store is on fire.” She’d not long put six Christmas cakes in the oven, and now they would be ruined. “This will destroy my business.” No matter how much Holly wanted to put her hands to her face and cry, she was determined to be strong. 

Mrs. Grayson reached out and rubbed a hand over Holly’s back. “Don’t jump to conclusions,” the older woman said. “Wait until you know for sure.” She looked up at Holly who was far taller. “You look pale, dear. Come and sit down.” She led Holly to a wooden bench where they both sat quietly for a few minutes.

“That oven needed replacing months ago and I put it off.” She swiped at an errant tear and the other woman scowled. 

“Don’t be so hard on yourself. It may not be the oven after all.” 

Holly nodded. Mrs. Grayson could be right. 

Suddenly, the fire chief stood in front of the pair. “The fire is out but there’s a lot of damage.” 

Holly bit her bottom lip. “Was it the oven?” Whether it was or not, Holly would have to replace it. The Holly-Berry Cake Shoppe only existed because of the inheritance from her grandparents, and she’d been thrilled, but there wasn’t enough to start the store and buy everything she needed if she invested in a brand new oven, so she’d settled for a second-hand one. That seemed like a lifetime ago now, but it was a decision she had to make at the time. 

She prayed she was wrong, but was almost certain she’d have to finally replace it. 

“I’m sorry to have to tell you, Miss Yates, but the fire appears to have begun in the oven.” 

Holly sighed. Now there was no choice but to purchase a new oven. And this time, it would be new. She could have lost her entire business, and thanked the Lord it hadn’t gotten that far. 

Mrs. Grayson suddenly reached out and patted her hand. “Holly, dear,” she said gently. “I will happily lend you the money for a new oven.” It would be tight, but Holly thought she could manage it. She would prefer to not to have to borrow money to replace it. First, she needed to find out what she was up for. Her biggest worry was how long she would be out of business. 

Somehow through the fog, Holly decided she could concentrate on slices and other items that didn’t require an oven until the new one arrived. Yes, that was a good plan. 

“Thank you, Mrs. Grayson,” she said, feeling a bit more confident now. “Would you mind if I get back to you? It is a truly kind offer, and I’m incredibly grateful, I just need to check a few things.” 

“Of course, dear.” They sat quietly on the bench together. Holly felt better now than she did just a short time ago, but did wonder whether her little store would even be open for Christmas this year.
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Feeling deflated, Holly opened her store the next day, albeit far later than usual. She set to work making slices that didn’t require the use of an oven. She’d already been to the mercantile to inquire about the cost of a new commercial oven, and after some consideration, put in an urgent order. The mercantile owner was mindful of her situation and promised to telegraph the order through immediately. It would likely still take at least two weeks. 

In the meantime, Hank Spencer at the saloon offered for her to use his oven and kitchen provided it didn’t interfere with his saloon’s kitchen routine. Holly couldn’t be more grateful. 

Today she would make slices, and tomorrow she would start work in Hank’s kitchen at dawn. 

“Holly, dear,” Mrs. Grayson said as she strolled into the store. “How are you coping?” What she really wanted to know, Holly was certain, was whether or not she needed to make a loan. 

“I’m fine, thank you Mrs. Grayson. Although, I do admit to feeling a little out of sorts.” 

“Of course, my dear, of course,” the older woman said, sympathy showing on her face. “I can’t begin to imagine how you are feeling.” She glanced about the store to ensure they were alone. “About that other matter. The one we discussed yesterday...” She glanced about again. “You will let me know if you need to take up the offer, won’t you?” 

Holly smiled tentatively. “I do appreciate your offer, Mrs. Grayson,” she said quietly. “But after checking my accounts, I can manage. Thank you though.” The last thing she wanted to do was go into debt to keep her business viable, but she still had time to make up for it with the Christmas rush. That was, provided the oven arrived in time. Installation was included in the cost she’d paid, which would shorten the process and would happen on the day of delivery. It helped ease her mind. 

Patting her hand, Mrs. Grayson smiled. “Well, do let me know if you change your mind.” She glanced about at the poor pickings available in the display cabinet. “You’ve done well to manage these,” she said, pointing. “May I have four of those lemon slices? I know it’s a bit naughty, but one has to indulge oneself now and then.” She grinned then. Both women knew Mrs. Grayson indulged herself on a daily basis. But she was very kind-hearted and generous to a fault. 

Holly bagged up the slices and handed them over. Mrs. Grayson dipped into her reticule and pulled out a wad of cash. “I’m certain I owe a tidy sum on my account by now,” she said when Holly’s jaw dropped. 

“Not that much, surely.” Holly opened her account book, and she was correct. “You only owe five dollars. There must be a hundred there,” she said, handing most of the money back. 

“Piffle,” Mrs. Grayson said off-handedly. “Add it to my account as a credit. I’ll use it up some time.” 

Was this the old dear’s way of helping Holly out? She thought so, but didn’t dare mention it. “Thank you. I truly appreciate it.” She came around from behind the counter and gave the old lady a kiss on the cheek. Mrs. Grayson pulled her into a tight hug. 

“Everything is better with a hug,” she said as she released Holly from her embrace. “Was there much other damage?” she asked, craning her neck to try and see through to the kitchen. 

“See for yourself.” Holly opened the swing door that led through to the roomy kitchen. 

Mrs. Grayson stopped in her tracks as she entered the kitchen. “Oh, my Lord!” she said. “You’ve done the right thing ordering a brand-new oven this time.” She turned to Holly. “You did, didn’t you?” 

“I certainly did. I can’t risk this happening again.” 

Mrs. Grayson walked over and studied the scorched woodwork. “You’ll need a carpenter for this. Marcus Taylor can help you out. He doesn’t charge an outrageous fee, either.” 

Holly screwed up her face in thought. “Do I know this carpenter? The name doesn’t ring a bell.” 

Mrs. Grayson laughed. “Oh, you know him all right. He carried you out of the store during the fire.” She looked rather pleased with herself, like the cat that stole the cream. 

“That pesky fireman who refused to put me down?”

“The very same man,” Mrs. Grayson said. “He’s really quite nice when you get to know him.” 

Holly very much doubted it. He was a bully, and Holly didn’t like bullies. “I doubt it,” she said, pulling her face into a scowl again. 

“Well, my dear, I don’t know any other carpenters in Dewberry, so it’s Mr. Taylor or no one.” 

Her heart thudded. “Well, I guess it’s no one.” 

The surprise on Mrs. Grayson’s face was priceless. “Now you’re being stubborn. I’ll have a quiet chat with Mr. Taylor and see what we can come up with.” Without another word, she turned on her heel and left the store.

She was a generous old bird, but she’d gone a bit far this time. 
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Holly carried four dozen cupcakes from the saloon kitchen to her store. She would then return for the larger cakes she
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