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Dewberry, Montana – 1880s

Belle Armstrong stood at the counter of her candy store and glanced about. 

She could do this, she knew she could. With Christmas nearly upon them, she had to prepare for the weeks ahead. It was always a busy time of year for Belle; apart from the additional work she had making enough candies for her eager customers, loneliness always hit her this time of year. 

Not that she wanted to marry – that was the last thing on her mind. But having someone to share the happy times with, as well as a friendly ear to listen to her worries, would make her life a little easier. Several of her friends had recently married, and it left her feeling as though there was a void in her life. 

Belle shook herself – she did not need a man in her life to be happy. 

The bell over the door tinkled, and she brought her mind back to the present. “Good morning, Mrs. Grayson!” Belle was genuinely happy to see her elderly customer. 

Ethel Grayson brushed the snow from her thick coat and pulled off her expensive gloves. “Good morning, my dear.” She glanced at the young woman, giving her the once-over. “Is that a new apron you’re wearing?” 

Belle smiled. “It is. I thought I would splurge for Christmas. What do you think?” 

The older woman reached out and fingered the embroidery along the top edge. “It’s quite beautiful. You surely had it hand-made? I doubt you could find anything like that in Dewberry.” She stared at Belle pointedly, waiting for an answer. 

“As a matter of fact,” Belle said quietly, as though someone might hear them, “I got it from Buttons and Bows. Ivy put it aside when it arrived and gave me first option.” 

“How wonderful!” 

It really was wonderful, and Belle was grateful to her friend Ivy for her thoughtful gesture. “Is there something specific you’re after today, Mrs. Grayson?” She could stand and chat all day, and this customer would gladly do so, but Belle simply didn’t have the time. She still had a batch of boiled sweets to prepare. The jars should arrive in the next day or two, and she dearly wanted the sweets to be ready for packing by then. 

“Honestly, I don’t know. I have a craving for something sweet. Any suggestions?” 

Mrs. Grayson visited the Candies Galore store at least once a week. The widow was lonely, and frequented all the stores on the Dewberry Lane shopping strip. No one minded because she was a selfless person who supported those who needed it. 

Every year when the Christmas tree went up on Dewberry Lane, it was Mrs. Grayson who ensured the charity box was filled with toys and other wonderful goodies. Belle sighed. They needed far more people like Mrs. Grayson in Dewberry. She glanced down into the glass cabinet. 

“What about some fudge?” She pulled out a tray, offering a sample to the woman standing opposite. “They are quite delicious, if I do say so myself.” She winked at her customer. “I made these only last night. You couldn’t get them any fresher.” 

Mrs. Grayson closed her eyes and Belle watched as contentment passed over her face. “My dear girl! They are more than delicious – this is by far the best fudge I have ever tasted.”

Warmth filled Belle at the kind words passing Mrs. Grayson lips. Whether they were truth was another thing altogether. “I would like four boxes please.” 

“But...” Belle floundered a little. “They don’t come in boxes.” She glanced about the store. She had boxes for some of her other candies. “I could use these boxes if that suited your purpose.” She extracted four pretty blue boxes from a cupboard behind her. They were reserved for the special candies she made only at Christmas. They were not overly large, and each had a big gold bow on top; perfect for the holiday season. “Are they for gifts?” Belle was curious more than anything. 

“Very likely.” Mrs. Grayson didn’t commit herself more than that. Everyone in Dewberry knew about Ethel Grayson’s charitable escapades. The woman spent up big in town, but rarely kept anything for herself. If someone was in need, she would hone in on them, and ensure they never went without, especially if there were children concerned. “Add it to my account, and I will settle up today.” 

Belle packaged up the purchases and placed them in a brown paper bag. “Thank you Mrs. Grayson,” she said, handing over the bag. The woman paid up her account, then opened the door to leave. 

“Who is that out there?” she suddenly demanded. 

Belle stretched her neck trying to see, but Mrs. Grayson’s carriage blocked her view. She came around to the other side of the counter. “I have no idea who that is. A salesman perhaps?” 

Her hand waving in the air, the older woman seemed quite displeased. “I don’t like strangers. You know that Belle.” 

Everyone knew that, but Belle wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do about it. Not knowing what else do to, she held the door open for her customer. The man in question seemed to be wandering about Dewberry Lane, then suddenly went into the Holly-Berry Cake Shoppe, seemingly having found the place he was looking for. Belle closed the door as Mrs. Grayson was handed into her carriage and went back behind the counter. It was nearly time for closing. She had been at the store far too long and was looking forward to taking a break. 

Busy tidying up the cupboard where she’d taken the boxes from, Belle spun around as the door opened again. “Did you forget something Mrs. Gray...” The words froze on her lips when a good looking man stood before her. “Oh.” Oh indeed. She recognized the man from earlier – he was the stranger Mrs. Grayson had pointed out. Like her customer, Belle did not like strangers; she was more comfortable with people she knew. 

He thrust a hand in front of her. “Caleb Bligh. Very happy to meet you Miss...?” 

Belle looked him up and down. The man before her was confident despite being a complete unknown in this town. Too confident if you asked her – who knew what the man was up to. He pulled his hand away when she didn’t reciprocate, hurt written all over his face. 

“Armstrong,” she finally replied. “Belle Armstrong. What can I do for you, Mr. Bligh?” She didn’t like salesman. Most of those she dealt with tried to strong-arm her into buying their wares. There wasn’t much Belle required for her store, apart from consumable food products, and quickly rid herself of them. “There is nothing I need to purchase at this time.” It was the mantra she recited time and again, keeping salesmen at bay. 

Now he appeared disappointed. Then he stared at her chest. Belle’s heart pounded; was this man some kind of sex fiend? She needed to get out of the store, and now. She was alone and if he cornered her, help would be beyond her. 

“I see you already have one,” he said, his eyes returning to her face. 

Now she was confused. “Excuse me?” 

“The apron. I came in here to sell you some of my aprons, but you are wearing one. Where did you get it?” 

Warm air escaped from her mouth, and she fingered the hand embroidery on the apron she wore. “Buttons and Bows. Ivy sold it to me.” She smiled now, more than a little relieved her first thoughts had left her mind. 

He smiled, and it lit up his face. “Good.” He floundered a little. “It...er, looks good on you.” He reached into a satchel and pulled out a number of small packages. “I have more here; all with a different pattern. Some Christmas, some not.” He pulled two out of their paper wrap. “I particularly like this one,” he said as he held it up for her to see. 

It was pretty, real pretty, and it was hard for Belle to resist. “I do like that,” she said quietly. “How much are they?” Silly question she realized. Ivy sold the apron she wore at cost price. The price rolled off his tongue, and it matched what Ivy told her, so at least she knew he wasn’t trying to cheat her. “Can you show me more designs please?” He held them up one by one, and Belle ended up buying five more. That way she had a clean apron for every day, although not all of them had a holiday design on them. 

“I have other linens too. They’re out on the wagon. Tablecloths, kitchen towels, sheets, bedding.” 

Belle shook her head. “I have no need for such items.” She glanced about her little store. “As you can see, I have no tables
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