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True Mates: Mary and the
Bear

 


Mary Elizabeth’s life is spiraling out of control.
Her twin sister was killed in an automobile accident. Her bereaved
brother-in-law has decided now is a good time to renew their
college romance, and her healthy, domineering mother is demanding
she move home and slave, ah, make that care for her. What’s a woman
to do? Get the heck out of Dodge! She jumps on the promotion
offered by her best friend, Kiesha Morgan, and moves to Refuge, NC.
The last thing she wants or needs is a man. She’s got enough going
on in her life.

Hugh Mosely, owner of Refuge’s only eating
establishment, as a favor to Alex Wolfe, good friend and alpha of
the Raven Pack, agrees to rent the empty apartment above his diner
to Mary Elizabeth and keep an eye on her. Hugh’s also a
bear-shifter actively searching for a mate, a she-bear he can breed
with and continue his nearly extinct species. Despite his nearly
overwhelming, explosive attraction to Mary Elizabeth, he has no
interest in human females.

Unfortunately (or is that fortunately?) for them,
the true mate bond doesn’t care about personal agendas. Watch as
they both get caught up in the mating fever and try to fight their
way out.

 



 Chapter
One

 


Mary Elizabeth Brown sat in the
crowded church, numb with grief and an assortment of other
complicated emotions she didn’t have the energy to examine closely.
The last few days had been a hellish whirlwind of activity,
culminating today as they gathered to pay their last respects to
the woman lying in the casket—her twin sister, Barbara Ann
Brown-Remington, affectionately known as Babs.

Every now and then, stray comments
drifted to Mary Elizabeth’s ears above the softly playing
music.

“Oh, no.”

“What a shame, she was so
young.”

“She was such a beautiful
person. An angel, really.”

That last comment almost
pierced the numbness and brought a smile to her face.
An angel? If only they knew, she thought. Babs thrived on being wicked, on pushing the
limits. Unfortunately, it was Mary Elizabeth who usually ended up
suffering because of her schemes.

Mary Elizabeth allowed her gaze to
drift around the church. The first two pews on the right were
reserved for family. Her sister’s husband of seven years, Charles
A. Remington, III, sat the end of the pew, near the center aisle
and closest to the casket. Seated next to him were her mother,
Susan Brown, and then her father, Richard. From where Mary
Elizabeth was seated at the opposite end of the pew, huddled in the
corner, she could see that the knuckles of her mother’s hand were
white from the grip she had on her father’s hand. Her other hand,
which was placed on Charles’s knee in a silent show of support, was
also clenched. There was no other family present.

Lying in the casket, Babs looked like
the angel she‘d been compared to—long, naturally blonde hair, a
porcelain complexion, and stunning blue eyes hid behind closed
eyelids framed with long eyelashes. With her figure, she could have
been a swimsuit model. She’d loved showing off her long, toned body
and large breasts. She’d played the role of the naive, beautiful
blonde so well that even now, not many realized that behind that
china-doll appearance was a very, shrewd mind.

Only two people knew the true nature
behind the angelic look, Babs and herself. Mary Elizabeth would be
taking that truth with her to her own grave. No one would believe
her stories anyway. Babs had perfected her angelic act while still
in the cradle. Her parents had certainly been fooled. They’d
worshipped the ground she’d walked on. And her husband? Totally
clueless as to the true nature of the woman he’d
married.

As far as Charles was concerned, his
marriage was the stuff of fairytales, with him in the role of the
rich, handsome prince who rescued the beautiful yet poor princess
from her life of drudgery, giving her a life of luxury. In return,
the grateful princess had dedicated her every moment to showering
the love she felt for the handsome prince by seeing to his every
need.

If only that were true. Reality was
the princess had died while sneaking away to meet her likewise
married boss for an illicit weekend affair. There were only two
people left alive in this world who knew where she’d really been
heading, and neither one of them were talking. One of them, because
he had too much to lose. As for herself, Babs had sworn her to
secrecy. Just another one of the hundreds she’d kept for Babs over
their thirty-two years of life.

Though they were twins,
Mary Elizabeth was the exact opposite of her sister in appearance
and nature. Babs was tall, standing five-eleven in her stocking
feet; Mary Elizabeth was short, only five-four. Babs had long
flowing hair so fine it resembled a baby’s, while Mary Elizabeth’s
hair was thick, coarse, and perpetually frizzy. So opposite were
they in appearance, most people had to be told they were sisters,
never mind twins. She couldn’t count the number of times she’d
heard, “This is
your sister?”

The service had started while she
reminisced. Mary Elizabeth came to attention only to realize they
were at the part of the service she dreaded most. It was time to
walk around for one last view of the body. Time to say her final
goodbyes. Charles was against having a graveside ceremony, for
which she would be eternally grateful. First, the family would be
escorted past the casket. Afterwards, they were to line up in the
vestibule to greet the mourners and accept their condolences. Then
she would finally be able to go home and hopefully get some
rest.

She hadn’t had a moment to herself
since she’d received the phone call informing her of Babs’ death.
Charles had called her first, leaving it to Mary Elizabeth to break
the news to her parents. Upon hearing the news, her mother had to
be tranquillized. Her father had just sat there, gazing at nothing.
She’d spent the last week at her parent’s house, running
interference, answering the phones and taking care of her parents,
scared to leave them alone for any length of time. When she wasn’t
busy with them, she was helping Charles.

Charles went first. He stood stoically
by the casket, the blank expression on his face masking his
feelings as he took one final look at his wife. Mary Elizabeth’s
heart hurt for him. If the last week had been hard on anyone, it
was Charles. He’d been a rock throughout this whole ordeal, but
Mary Elizabeth knew he had to be hurting, losing his wife so
suddenly. When he’d stood there longer than seemed warranted, the
funeral director discreetly urged him to move on. They were on a
timed schedule and there were still a lot of people waiting for
their turn.

Next came her mother, supported on one
side by her father and on the other by a funeral attendant. During
the service, she’d held it together surprisingly well until she
stood next to the casket. With a loud cry, she threw herself across
the open casket. “God, why? Why did it have to be my baby? If one
of them had to die, why couldn’t it have been Mary
Elizabeth?”

Her father and the attendant pulled on
the distraught woman, struggling to get her to release the casket
and move on. Her father whispered something into her mother’s ear
Mary Elizabeth couldn’t quite hear over the sound of all the
wailing her mother did. This continued for some time until her
mother finally nodded and released her hold, allowing them to lead
her away.

Mary Elizabeth went rigid as pain and
embarrassment pierced through the shield around her emotions,
making her want to crawl into a hole and hide. She was grateful for
the veil she wore partially covering her face. She could feel
sympathetic glances sliding her way in the heavy silence of the
church. She’d known she wasn’t her mother’s favorite, but it was
something entirely different to hear her mother’s declaration and
to have everyone else there hear it as well. It was beyond
humiliating.

With the ease of years of
practice, Mary Elizabeth shoved the hurt deep down inside. Then,
wrapping her dignity around her like a cloak, she stepped up to the
casket. She looked impassively at the body. She couldn’t think of
it as her sister. Her sister had been vibrantly alive, not this
wooden thing. A stray thought crossed her mind. Maybe now I can have my own life. She pushed the disturbing thought aside, ashamed to be having
thoughts like that when her sister was dead. Mary Elizabeth walked
away from the casket before she could be prompted and joined her
family in the vestibule.

Standing in the receiving line with
the others, she greeted mourners as they left the sanctuary. There
were long-time family friends, friends of Babs and Charles,
neighbors, co-workers, and country club members all wishing to
express their sorrow at the family’s loss. There were so many
people they all began to blur. She shook hands by rote with
whichever person stood before her.

That is, until she heard a familiar
voice and looked into the face of the one person she was happy to
see—Kiesha Morgan. Standing protectively at her side was an amazing
specimen of manhood, clearly devoted to her. Kiesha was more than
her boss. She was her friend. Kiesha owned a chain of consignment
stores where Mary Elizabeth was employed as one of the assistance
sales managers.

“Mary Elizabeth, I’m so
sorry for your loss. I wish I could have been here sooner.” Kiesha
was in the middle of relocating to a small town in North Carolina
and was only back in Pirate’s Cove tying up a few loose
ends.

“Thank you. Just you being
here means more than you realize.” Of all the people here, Kiesha
was the only person to whom she really felt close.

The man at her side had his hand on
Kiesha’s waist, silently urging her to move forward. Kiesha’s grip
on her hand tightened as she hurriedly said, “I know this is
neither the time nor the place, but when you get the chance, give
me a call. I have some business I want to discuss with
you.”

“Okay.” Mary Elizabeth
wanted to know more but like Kiesha said, this was neither the time
nor the place. Already the line was backing up and people were
getting impatient. She gave Kiesha a final hug and allowed her to
move on. After about an hour, the church was finally empty and the
family was free to go. She was glad to see the last of the mourners
go. Her feet were killing her.

“Are you coming by the
house to get something to eat, or going to your parents? There’s
plenty and you need to eat,” Charles said. Though they weren’t
close, Charles took his role as brother-in-law
seriously.

“Neither. I’m heading
home. Tomorrow’s a work day, and I have a lot to do between now and
then.” Besides, if she didn’t get some time alone soon she was
going to scream.

“How can you go to work as
if nothing has happened?” her mother asked in a shrill voice. “My
Babs is dead,” her mother wailed, bringing her handkerchief to her
eyes again to mop up the fresh flood of tears.

“Susan, leave the girl
alone. She’s got to earn a living. There’s nothing she can do for
Babs now.” Her dad stunned Mary Elizabeth by coming to her defense,
something he’d never done before in her life.

Taking advantage of her mother’s
shock, she gave her father and Charles a hug, and squeezed her
mom’s hand before quickly walking out the door. God, she was glad
this was over. These last few days had been trying. Maybe now
things could get back to normal. Well, as normal as possible with
Babs gone. It was still hard to believe. There was a hole in her
heart where her sister used to be.

Unlike most twins, she and Babs hadn’t
had the most loving of relationships. She’d loved her sister but
couldn’t always say she’d liked her. Mary Elizabeth never imagined
Babs would die. Babs had always been there, and Mary Elizabeth
assumed she always would. She got into her car and headed home.
Like her father said, there was nothing she could do for Babs now.
It was time to pick up the dangling pieces of her life.

 




 


Glad to be home, Mary Elizabeth
changed out of her dress into a comfortable pair of old, ripped
jeans and a baggy, faded t-shirt. She looked in the mirror and
sighed. As usual, she looked like a cleaning lady. Mother and Babs
were always complaining about her distinct lack of
style.

Mary Elizabeth desperately wanted to
lie down and get some sleep, but she was too wired and her
apartment was a mess. Cleaning would keep her hands busy and her
mind quiet, she hoped. Starting with the kitchen, she loaded the
dishwasher and wiped down the countertops. From there, she worked
her way through the rest of the apartment, cleaning everything in
sight and as she cleaned, she did laundry.

Her apartment was so small, it didn’t
take long to finish. Casting about for something else to do, she
remembered Kiesha and gave her a call.

“Mary Elizabeth, I didn’t
expect to hear from you this soon.”

“I came straight home
after the funeral and cleaned. I know I need to rest but I’m too
wired. I go back to work tomorrow.” Even now Mary Elizabeth paced
her living room, unable to sit still.

“You know you don’t have
to return to work now if you don’t want to. Feel free to take all
the time you need.”

She shoved a hand through her hair,
dislodging the haphazardly placed ponytail holder. “I’m ready.
Sitting around thinking about what happened will only make it
worse.”

Kiesha sighed. “Well, I offered. If
you change your mind later, the offer still stands. I know what
you’re going through.” She sure did, Mary Elizabeth thought. It was
only a few years ago that Kiesha had lost her mom. “But that’s not
why I asked you to call. You know I’m opening another store in
North Carolina, right?”

“Yes.” She heard about it
from one of the other managers at the store where she
worked.

“I want you to be the
manager. It would mean relocating, but I’d be willing to pay all of
your moving expenses. I have to warn you, this store is located in
a really small town up in the mountains.”

Mary Elizabeth frowned, shocked enough
by the idea of moving that she froze in place. With the exception
of college, she’d lived in Pirate’s Cove all of her life. “I don’t
know what to say. It sounds wonderful, but the timing … With Babs
gone, I’m going to be needed at home now more than
ever.”

“Mary Elizabeth, that’s
exactly why you should leave. You need to get away from your
family. It’s the only way you’ll ever have a life of your own. Your
mom doesn’t depend on you, she uses you, and you allow it. Remember
how you hated being compared to Babs? If you come to Refuge, you’ll
be somewhere no one has ever heard of her. You’ll be out from under
her shadow and finally be able to be yourself, without interference
from your family.”

It really sounded appealing and at any
other time, she’d have jumped on the opportunity. “I’ll think about
it. I promise.”

“Take all the time you
need, but don’t take too
long. I haven’t told the other managers what I’m
about to tell you. The guy with me at the funeral? His name is
Alex. We’re getting married soon and already expecting our first
child. I’m going to need a lot of help getting the new store up and
running, and of course, I really want my best friend with
me.”

She felt her first real smile of the
day bloom on her face. “Kiesha, that’s great! I’m so happy for you.
I didn’t even know you were seeing anyone seriously.”

“I wasn’t. It’s happening
extremely fast, but we’re very happy. Anyway, that’s what’s behind
the promotion. I really need help, and you’re perfect for the job.
Also, the timing is perfect for you. I don’t want to push, so I’ll
stop talking now. Think about it and let me know.”

“Okay, I’ll let you know
real soon what my answer is.” Her other line beeped and Mary
Elizabeth looked at the caller’s ID. “Kiesha, got to go. I have to
take this call.”

“Talk to you later.
Bye.”

“Bye.” She clicked over.
“Mother?”

“Mary Elizabeth, your
father and I have been talking. Now that Babs is gone, we think
it’s time for you to move back home. Neither one of us are getting
any younger. It won’t be long before we’ll need someone to take
care of us.”

“Mother, you’re only
fifty-three and Dad’s not even sixty. Both of you are in perfect
health. It could be another twenty years before you need someone
looking after you, possibly longer.”

“We’re healthy now, but it
could change overnight. You’re not getting any younger yourself. If
you had managed to get a husband and have children, I wouldn’t ask
this of you. I’d understand that your family needed you, but you
don’t, and at your age it’s doubtful you ever will.”

“Mother! I’m only thirty-two. I have plenty of time to get married
and have kids.”

“If you were as beautiful
as my Babs, I’d say that was true, but you’re not. In fact, you’re
rather plain looking, bless your heart. You take after your
father’s side. Then, there’s your size. How many times have I told
you if you’d just lose weight, you might be able to attract a man’s
attention? No, it’s time to be reasonable and realize you’ll never
find a man to marry you. Whatever small chance you had of
attracting a husband is gone.”

A knock sounded at the door. “Mother,
there’s someone at the door. I need to go. I’ll speak with you
later.” Thank God for whoever was at the door. She just didn’t have
the energy to deal with her mother right now.

“Don’t forget what I said.
We’ll expect you here soon. Just throw out your furniture. Most of
it’s trash anyway. Where you got your taste in furniture from, I
swear I don’t know.”

Another knock sounded at
the door. “I’ve got to go now, Mother. Goodbye.”

“Yes, yes, fine. See you
later.”

Mary Elizabeth heaved a sigh of relief
as she disconnected the call and walked to the door. Looking
through the peephole, she was surprised to see Charles standing
there. She opened the door and stepped back, allowing him to enter.
“What are you doing here?”

Charles indicated the box in his
hands. “Since you didn’t come to the house and eat, I brought you
some food. I have way more than I can eat by myself. I offered to
take some around to your parents, but they have just as much food
there.”

Mary Elizabeth led the way into the
kitchen. “Put it down here on the countertop. If your kitchen looks
anything like my parents, you have enough food to last a month, if
not longer.”

“This wasn’t the only
reason I came. I couldn’t take another moment in that house. It’s
so empty, the memories are getting to me.” He’d changed out of his
suit into a pair of snug fitting jeans and white polo shirt which
showed off his lean athletic build. Charles was an extremely
attractive man, with his golden blonde hair and baby blue
eyes.

“I’m sorry, Charles. It’s
rough for all of us right now, but eventually, it will get better.
Let’s go into the living room and sit down. Have you eaten? Would
you like anything to drink?” Mary Elizabeth put away the food.
She’d eat later when she had more of an appetite.

“I don’t suppose you have
any beer?”

If the smell of his breath was any
indicator, Charles had already had enough to drink. “No, sorry. I
rarely drink. Your choices are juice, water, milk, or
soda.”

“I’ll take a
soda.”

Mary Elizabeth grabbed two sodas out
of the fridge and joined him in the living room, glad she’d
cleaned, though she definitely hadn’t been expecting company. He
turned from the window where he stood and held out a hand for the
can. She handed it to him and went to sit on the couch. They both
sipped on their drinks while she desperately searched for something
to say. “The service turned out really nice.”

“Yeah, it was more than
that bitch deserved.”

“Um, excuse me?” Mary
Elizabeth’s gaze stopped bouncing around the room and locked onto
Charles. She couldn’t have heard correctly.

Charles’ hand clenched around the soda
can. “I said it was more than she deserved. The bitch was cheating
on me with her boss.”

Shocked, Mary Elizabeth said nothing.
Charles knew about the affair?

Noting her lack of response or
surprise, he said, “You knew about it, didn’t you? You knew she was
cheating on me with that scumbag boss of hers.”

Mary Elizabeth debated what to say.
She could admit to knowing the truth, but she’d promised Babs and
it would go against every principle she had.

“Don’t bother trying to
lie. I can see the truth on your face. I should have known she
would tell you about it. She’s used you for years to cover for
her.”

“I don’t know what to
say.” Part of Mary Elizabeth felt guilty. If she’d tried a little
harder, would she have been able to talk Babs out of what she’d
planned? If she had, maybe Babs would be alive today.

Charles set his empty can on the
window sill, left the window, and sat beside her on the couch. He
picked up her trembling hands and held them in his, staring
earnestly into her face. “Just tell me, why did she do it? I have
to know. What did he have that I didn’t? What did I do to make her
turn to another man?”

Once again because of her sister, Mary
Elizabeth found herself in an untenable position. Inwardly she
squirmed with discomfort, wishing herself anywhere but here.
“Charles, Babs didn’t give me a reason. She wasn’t big on
explaining herself or her actions.”

Why had Babs done any of the things
she did? It was the one thing Mary Elizabeth had never been able to
figure out.

His face twisted with disgust. “I
can’t believe I wasted so much time with that faithless bitch. You
know, she was the reason we never had kids. Babs didn’t want to
ruin her figure. Never mind what I wanted. I made a big mistake
when I didn’t marry you. I should have known what she was like the
night she seduced me, her own sister’s fiancé. Instead, I was
flattered she wanted me so much. What a fool! I fell right into her
hands.”

Mary Elizabeth gently tugged her hands
free. “Charles, if you’d really loved me, Babs wouldn’t have been
able to seduce you. We were never more than good friends who
happened to become engaged. Didn’t it seem strange to you that we
never had sex, yet we were planning on getting married? No, you
didn’t make a mistake. You and Babs were meant to be together. She
was a much better wife for you than I would have been.”

She thought back to a recent
conversation she and Babs had concerning kids. Babs had been
hesitant to give Charles the children he wanted, afraid it would
have taken his attention away from her. No sense explaining that to
Charles now.

Charles moved closer, placed his arm
around her shoulders, and pulled her against his chest. “I don’t
know what I would do without you, Mary Elizabeth. You’ve always
been good to me, even after all that’s happened between us. I can
always count on your support. Why the hell didn’t I marry you? You
would have never cheated on me. We could have been happily married
with our two-point-five children if it hadn’t been for Babs.” He
lowered his head and kissed her. Held securely in his arms, she
froze, not knowing what to do. In truth, she was
stunned.

Her lack of response didn’t faze him.
Charles moved from her mouth and placed kisses all over her face.
Turning her head to the side, she tried to get her hands up between
them to push him away, but they were trapped by her sides.
“Charles, stop.”

He began kissing her neck and she
wiggled, trying to get away from him. “Charles, stop it! You’re not
yourself right now. Don’t do anything we’ll both
regret.”

He tried to kiss his way down to her
chest, but they were pressed too close together. What a time for
her not to be wearing a bra! Moving more forcefully, she threw
herself back, attempting to break his hold on her. At the same
time, he unexpectedly loosed his grip. As a result, all she
succeeded in doing was landing flat on her back on the couch.
Charles quickly alighted on top of her.

Mary Elizabeth could feel his erection
against her thigh. This couldn’t be happening. She was not sitting
in her living room fighting off a drunken pass from her sister’s
husband. Damn, she was getting angry. She didn’t need this crap on
top of everything else. Granted, the man had just buried his wife
and probably wasn’t thinking straight, but she was his
sister-in-law, not some floozy from a bar. “Charles, let me go!
You’re drunk. You need to go home.”

“I’m not drunk. I know
what I’m doing. Let me show you how good it can be between us.” He
latched his mouth onto her t-shirt covered breast while trying to
pry her legs open with his thigh.

Enough was enough. Mary Elizabeth
kneed him in the groin. Not hard enough to inflict permanent
damage, but it definitely got his attention. “I said, ‘NO!’” She
shoved him and jumped to her feet as he rolled off her onto the
floor, clasping his balls. “You need to go. Now!”

Slowly he rose to his feet and hobbled
to the door, still clutching himself. When Charles drew even with
her, he stopped. “This isn’t over between us. I know you think this
is the grief and alcohol talking, but it’s not. I’ve known for a
long time now I made a mistake. Now that Babs is no longer a
concern, I intend to have you like I would’ve if I hadn’t been so
stupid.”

“Goodbye, Charles.” She
reached out and opened the door wide, a hint for him to leave.
Giving her one last look to show how determined he was, he slowly
walked out. Closing the door with a thump behind him, she leaned
her back against it and closed her eyes, tired beyond
belief.

Damn, what a day. First there was the
funeral, then the call from mother, and now Charles. She could only
hope this Charles thing was temporary. But her mother? That was a
different story. Mary Elizabeth had always found it difficult to
tell her mother no. It was a habit she’d developed as a child when
she’d been willing to do anything to gain her mother’s attention
and approval.

What was she going to do? The picture
of herself old and gray, at the beck and call of her demanding
mother flashed through her mind, causing her to shudder in fear.
Whatever it took, she had to keep it from happening. Like a light
bulb going off in her head, she remembered Kiesha’s offer. What a
godsend! Someone upstairs was looking out for her. Picking up the
phone, Mary Elizabeth dialed Kiesha’s cell phone. “Kiesha, it’s me.
I accept. When do I leave?”


 Chapter
Two

 


The mountain scenery was amazing. Too
bad she was too tired to enjoy it. Mary Elizabeth was mentally and
physically exhausted. She’d broken the news to the family the next
day during their weekly, Sunday dinner get-together. In hindsight,
maybe she should have waited, but there had been no time to delay.
The longer she waited, the more time her mother had to wear her
down.

Her mother hadn’t taken the news of
her moving well. To say her reaction was unpleasant was putting it
mild. She went ballistic. “Mary Elizabeth Brown, I can’t believe
you would do something like this. How can you be so selfish? You
know with your sister gone, we need you now more than ever. Who’s
going to cook Sunday dinner? Who’s going to drive me to my hair
appointments and bridge games? Who’s supposed to take our clothing
to the dry cleaner? You know we depend on you.”

“Mother, you and daddy
don’t need me. You have a brand new car you’re perfectly capable of
driving. You’ll be just fine, and don’t forget about Charles. You
know you can call him if you need anything. North Carolina isn’t
far. I’ll still come home for visits. Between phone calls and
emails, it will be like I’m still here.”

Nothing Mary Elizabeth said pacified
her.

Her mother had been dead set against
her leaving and had done everything in her power to talk her out of
it. She’d gotten her friends involved. Mary Elizabeth’s phone had
rung off the hook with people calling to talk her out of it. She
hadn’t been able to go anywhere in town without someone stopping
her to express their opinion of her actions. Her mother had even
complained to their pastor and then he’d been on her case as
well.

If it hadn’t been for her father, Mary
Elizabeth would have caved under all of the pressure. Just when
she’d been ready to give in, call Kiesha and tell her she wouldn’t
be coming after all, her father had a little talk with
her.

“Mary Elizabeth, I know I
haven’t been the best father to you girls. I let your mother have
her way because it was easier to give in than to fight for what I
wanted. I should have stood up to her more often, especially about
her treatment of you. I realized that when Babs died. Don’t be like
me. Fight for what you want. Take advantage of this opportunity. Do
whatever you have to do to get away from here and experience life.
You’ve spent enough of your life catering to the whims of this
family. It’s time you did something for yourself.”

Mary Elizabeth pulled her thoughts
from the past and consulted the map. She was getting close and
needed to pay attention if she didn’t want to get lost. Kiesha had
said Refuge was tucked out of the way and hard to find, and this
hazy twilight that made it seem later than it was didn’t help.
She’d tried to leave early so it would still be light when she
reached her destination, but Charles had showed up at her apartment
this morning in one last determined bid to get her to stay,
delaying her departure.

Finally, she spotted the last turnoff.
From here it was a straight shot into town. Alex, Kiesha’s fiancé,
had made arrangements for her to rent the only available apartment
in town. It was located above Refuge’s only eating establishment,
which was probably why it was sitting empty. Not many people would
want to live above a place that was noisy and always smelled like
food. She was too happy to have a place of her own to
care.

An hour later she pulled into a
parking space in front of the crowded diner. The sign above it
read, “Eat at Moe’s.” Someone had a really strange sense of humor.
Hugh Mosely, the owner of the apartment, was expecting her. She’d
been instructed to ask for him in the diner.

After locking the truck, she walked
inside. Several people stopped what they were doing to gawk at her.
Spotting the waitress, she walked over to her. Her nametag read
Cyndi. “Excuse me. Can you tell me where I can find
Hugh?”

Cyndi arched one eyebrow, looked her
up and down, and turned away, dismissing her as unimportant. “Hugh!
Someone to see you,” she hollered, then went back to flirting with
the male customers at the counter.

“I’ll be there in a sec.”
A deep voice that sent shivers down her spine came from the kitchen
area. Around her, she could hear customers speculating what her
business with Hugh might be. “Who wants me?”

Mary Elizabeth turned at the sound of
the voice behind her. Holy moly! A great big mountain of a man was
coming toward her. He was tall, very tall and built like a
linebacker. The closer he came, the bigger he grew and the more her
head tipped back to take him all in. Good Lord, and she’d thought
Alex was big. He must have been in the kitchen for he was wearing a
white apron and wiping his hand on a towel. His jet-black hair was
pulled back into a queue. From this angle, she couldn’t tell how
long it was.

He was an attractive man, despite or
perhaps because of his size. He had high cheekbones and a dusky
complexion which betrayed his Native American ancestry. His nose
was long and sharp and his lips were sensuously full.

She attempted to pull her sluggish
mind together. His mammoth size had briefly shocked her out of her
weariness, but now it was all rushing back. “Me,” she croaked.
Clearing her throat, she tried again. “I mean, I was told to see
you about the apartment upstairs?”

“Are you Mary
Elizabeth?”

God, she loved his voice. It was deep
like Barry White’s and made her feel all shivery inside.
“Yes.”

“Bring your vehicle around
back. There’s a stairway leading to the apartment. I’ll meet you
with the keys.” That said, he turned and walked away.

Okay, obviously a man of few words.
Ready to get settled in after the long drive, she trudged back out
to the truck to do as he instructed. She backed out of the parking
space, drove around to the back of the diner, and parked near the
bottom of the stairs. According to Alex, the apartment was
furnished, which was a big plus. Less stuff she needed to
transport. Her truck was loaded with clothes and personal items she
couldn’t bear to part with, and of course, her expensive cookware.
The rest of her things she’d placed on consignment at the store
back home.

Hugh was waiting at the bottom of the
stairs as promised. Turning off the engine, she grabbed her purse
and jumped out of the truck. He led the way up the stairs, talking
as he went. “It’s a two bedroom apartment, fully furnished. The
furniture is old and the place needs a new coat of paint, but the
heat and air work just fine. Brand new appliances and water heater.
Anything don’t work, you let me know.”

He opened the door and motioned her
inside. “I’m downstairs in the diner most of the time. Rent is due
on the first, no later than the fifth. You need an extension, you
talk to me and we’ll work something out. Rent is three hundred a
month plus a hundred dollar deposit. Feel free to fix the place up
any way you like. God knows it needs it. Any questions?”

“You have a lease for me
to sign?” He didn’t have any paperwork in his hands, and she wanted
to get everything settled tonight.

“No lease needed. Alex
says you’re good people, and that’s enough for me. Here are your
keys. If you lock yourself out, I keep a spare set downstairs in
the office. If you’d like to eat in the diner, tenants get a fifty
percent discount. Come down tonight when you finish unloading and
eat, on the house. By the way, utilities are included in the rent.
Can’t separate them from the diner below so you won’t be getting a
bill. Stove’s gas. Hope that won’t be a problem. Phone’s already
on. Number’s listed beside it.”

With that, Hugh dropped the keys in
her hand, took one last look around and headed out the door. For
such a big man, he moved quickly and quietly. She couldn’t even
hear him on the stairs as he descended.

Looking around at what was to be her
new home, Mary Elizabeth realized she had a lot of work to do. The
place was definitely a fixer-upper. A few coats of paint would go a
long way toward sprucing it up. You could tell it had been several
years since anyone had lived there.

Under the tiredness, a tiny spark of
excitement grew. She’d always liked do-it-yourself projects, and
now she could indulge. She’d done it. She’d moved, and now she had
two weeks to get settled into her new place before reporting to
work.

A brief look at her watch showed it
was almost six. She made herself get moving. There was the truck to
unload, the bed to make and some cleaning to be done before she
could call it a night. Groceries would have to wait until tomorrow.
Good thing she’d packed a few things and stored them in a cooler
for the trip. They should suffice until she could get to the
store.

Trudging down the stairs, she made the
first of many trips to the truck. Mary Elizabeth doubted she’d get
everything unloaded tonight, but at least she’d have the
essentials. One thing for sure, after all of this, she shouldn’t
have any problems sleeping.

It was close to eight o’clock when she
finished, and she was deeply satisfied with all she’d accomplished
today. It had been a long day, she was exhausted, but there were
still a few things to do before she could call it a night. She
cleaned the bathroom, made the bed, and unpacked the few essentials
that she’d need in the morning.

That done, Mary Elizabeth gave a sigh
of relief. She considered going down to the diner for some real
food, but was too tired. She made a sandwich and ate it standing up
at the kitchen counter. Now that she wasn’t moving as much, she
realized it was cold in the apartment. After searching for a few
minutes, she managed to find the thermostat and turn on the heat.
She made sure everything was locked up tight, turned off the
lights, and went into the bedroom.

Grabbing up her nightclothes, she
headed into the bathroom for a quick shower. What she really wanted
was to soak in the surprisingly large tub, but was afraid she’d
fall asleep and drown. Rushing through her shower, she dressed for
bed and turned in for the night.

Normally she had problems sleeping in
unfamiliar beds and strange surroundings. She prayed tonight it
wouldn’t be an issue, knowing she needed the rest. In the few weeks
since Babs had died, she’d only napped. If she didn’t get any
quality sleep tonight, she’d break down and buy some sleeping
pills.

As she fell asleep, her thoughts
drifted back to her new landlord. What a strange man. He was
appealing, but not handsome in the traditional sense. Grandma Pete
would have said his face had character. Her last thought would have
shocked her if she’d been more alert. She wondered if it were true
what they said about men with big hands and feet.

 




 


Hugh glanced through the open window
of the kitchen into the dining room every time the door opened. He
wondered when his new tenant would show up. It didn’t sit well with
him that he’d left her to unload all of the boxes he’d seen piled
on the back of her truck by herself. Unfortunately, he had a diner
to run and the food wouldn’t cook itself.

For a human, she did an admirable job
of hiding her reaction to his size. People quivered with fear upon
first seeing him. They equated his largeness with violence. Then,
there were the women. The ones whose eyes would measure the size of
his body before falling to his crotch like they had x-ray vision.
Those wanted to see if his penis was a match for the rest of him.
It was, but they’d never know. Aggressive women were not attractive
to him.

He knew his size intimidated. It was
something he used to his advantage when needed, like while serving
in the military. Like all were-bears, he was very large and very
strong. In bear form, he was over five hundred pounds of pure
muscle. Despite his appearance, he was a gentle man until riled.
Fortunately, it took a lot to spark his temper.

One more hour and he could pack up and
go home. Again his thoughts wandered back to his tenant. She was a
little bitty thing. He admitted to himself she probably didn’t
appear small to anyone else, but it was all comparatively speaking.
He was six-seven and weighed in at over three hundred pounds of
solid muscle. To him, most women were small, especially one that
barely managed to come up to his sternum.

This one managed to bring out his
protective instincts. There was a sadness in her eyes that punched
him right in the gut. He didn’t know what her story was but could
tell she’d recently been through the wringer. If her eyes hadn’t
given her away, the dark circles under them and her pallor would
have. He’d made his spiel about the apartment as short as possible
because she’d been so tired, she’d swayed on her feet. It made him
want to gather her close and tell her everything would be all
right.

He would have to pick her
up to kiss her.

The thought stopped him in
his tracks. Where had that come
from? He couldn’t remember the last time a
woman managed to catch his interest sexually. The hours he put in
at the diner were long. He had neither the time nor the energy for
a relationship. Yes, he had needs but he was past the age where he
wanted sex just for the sake of sex. He was at a time in his life
where he was looking
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