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      Joy Anderson stared at the early morning sky through the front glass window of the Blue Plate Diner. Hints of pink and blue stood out against the midnight blue and black streaked sky. It wouldn’t be long before the sun started sifting through the inky splotches, bringing with it a brand new day that would end up like all the days before it, at least for her.

      Joy sighed.

      She didn’t want to be inside the diner or around people today. She wanted to be outside, basking in the warm glow of the morning sun while the chilly winds blew across her face. Her cave bear agreed with her and sent encouraging grunts to Joy as it pushed against her insides. “I know. It would be so much easier to be out there,” said Joy. She wished for a simpler life, not the complicated mess this life and every other life she’d lived had given her. All she wanted was her mate and cubs, but that was her fault. Why would any mate want her when she was a curvy freak of nature?

      We are not a freak of nature. We are special. A run would do us some good. It would give us something better to do than think about what we do not have, said the beast buried inside her.

      It would be good to spend the morning running, but you know why we can’t. We will have to wait until tonight. Joy hated not being able to let her cave bear run during the day, but it just wasn’t safe for either of them. She unlocked the diner’s door and flipped the sign from CLOSED to OPEN.

      Waiting sucks. Running at night sucks, growled the beast.

      I know, but we have no choice. I don’t want to be the primary star in some scientist’s twisted experiment. You don’t want that either. Joy thought it sucked too, but the scientists of this time period knew cave bears were extinct. Capturing a live cave bear would send the scientists into a feeding frenzy.

      It still sucks. The beast inside Joy stretched and rubbed its massive head against Joy’s ribcage. We will run tonight?

      We will run tonight, said Joy. At least she could go hide on her parent’s property. Maybe one or two of the other relics of another time would run with her. It would be nice to have another freak of nature around who understood her loneliness and her need to keep her cave bear hidden from the modern world.

      The beast inside her grunted and curled up to take a nap. Would rather curl up with our mate and cubs.

      Joy said nothing. She felt the sadness and longing coming from the cave bear living inside her. It echoed her feelings and desires. We are the flip sides of the same coin. We want the same thing, but we both know it won’t happen.

      The bell over the door leading to the bakery just on the other side of the wall jingled. Joy plastered a smile on her face and turned around to see who was coming through the bakery door along with the sweet scents of cinnamon, sugar, vanilla, and a host of other warm smells that rushed into the diner. “Good morning,” she said.

      “Good morning to you.” Courtney Anderson walked into the diner carrying a large tray filled with white pie boxes. Moving over to the counter, she set down the tray. “I’ve got the first round of pies for the diner.”

      “Those will not last long. This is going to be a busy week.” Joy walked over to the counter. “But then the closer we get to Thanksgiving, the busier it gets.”

      “That’s an understatement. I’ve got triple the orders this year than I did last Thanksgiving; most of the orders are large and some combination of pies, cookies, or muffins.” Courtney sat down on one of the barstools. “No one in this town bakes anymore. Not that I’m complaining. I’m glad the bakery is doing so good.”

      “Why would they want to bake when they have a master baker who can do it so much better than they could?” Joy raised an eyebrow at Courtney. Turning the store next door into a bakery and hiring Courtney had been the smartest move she had done in a few years. It was more successful than Joy had imagined.

      “Ha. Ha. You are so funny.” Courtney rolled her eyes as she covered her mouth with her hand to hide a rather large yawn.

      “Want a cup of coffee?” asked Joy.

      “That would be great. Just don’t tell Harrison or Todd I’m having a cup of coffee.” Courtney leaned against the counter and yawned again.

      “Why not?” Joy frowned as she glanced at the woman sitting on the other side of the counter. It wasn’t like Courtney to hide things from her mates. Something was going on.

      “With all the extra hours I’ve been putting in, I’ve been drinking a lot more coffee than normal, and Harrison is just being a little too cautious.” Courtney yawned for a third time.

      “Is something wrong?” Joy poured two cups of coffee. She put the carafe back on the warmer and handed one cup to Courtney.

      “No, nothing’s wrong, or rather what is wrong is not a bad thing. I just wasn’t expecting it to happen again, at least not this soon.” Courtney took a sip of the coffee and moaned with pleasure.

      Joy tipped her head sideways.

      Her cave bear sat up and pushed closer to Joy’s skin. It took a deep breath. Happiness, longing, and sadness filled her cave bear. It backed away and curled up into as small a ball as it could, which wasn’t tiny considering its massive size.

      “I shouldn’t have given you that cup of coffee,” said Joy. She rubbed her nose with the back of her hand. The scent surrounding Courtney was subtle and hidden by the sweet odors of vanilla and cinnamon, but Joy realized what was causing it. She bit her bottom lip.

      Courtney put her hand over the top of her cup. “Don’t you even dream about taking my coffee! I will bite your hand if you try to take it. Think of it as a mamma bear protecting her cub.”

      Courtney’s words were not lost on Joy. “You’re pregnant,” she said. A stab of jealousy ripped through Joy. She was happy for Courtney, but she wanted a mate, her mate and cubs, but it seemed the cards were stacked against her. Her brothers and cousins had all found their mates. Family meals were filled with laughter and cubs, making Joy feel like an outsider, but then she was an outsider not only to the family but to this time period. She felt it more and more with the passing of each year.

      Why she had been born into the Anderson family was lost to her. After all these years, she was opposite from them in more ways than anyone in her family realized. And now, here was just another big difference. They had their mates and were creating families filled with cubs and laughter, and she was still alone. But she had no one to blame but herself. She had spent too many years running and now she didn’t know how to stop.

      We need to stop running and let our mate catch us. Her cave bear grunted.

      But how do we stop running, especially with everything we know? She asked her beast.

      “Not so loud.” Courtney put a finger over her lips. “It’s supposed to be a secret.” She took another sip of the coffee. “But I guess I can’t keep it a secret from a bunch of bears. You won’t tell anyone, will you? We want to wait until Christmas to make an official announcement to the family, though they probably already know.” She rolled her eyes.

      Joy plastered a smile on her face. “You don’t have to worry about me. I won’t tell anyone. I’m happy for you, Todd, and Harrison. Macy will make a wonderful big sister.” She meant everything she told Courtney.

      “I still can’t believe those two knocked me up again. I have a two-year-old toddler, now with another one on the way, and a business to run.” Courtney shook her head. “I just hope those two are ready for a second cub roaming through the house because they are going to be on permanent babysitting and diaper duty.”

      “The way they dote on Macy, you won’t have a problem with them not helping. In fact, you will have more help than you may want.” Joy started arranging the boxes of pies around the cash register. Once people saw them, the pies would be gone before the morning rush was even started.

      “I realize I shouldn’t be worrying. It’s probably just my hormones revving up. We’ll know for sure when I cry about not having enough vanilla or something just as silly.” Courtney sighed as she pushed the coffee cup away from her. “Harrison’s right about the coffee. I need to cut back.”

      “Do you want me to take that?” asked Joy.

      Courtney stared at the coffee cup. “Yeah, take it before I decide to drink the rest of it.” She sighed.

      Joy picked up the coffee cup and took it back to the kitchen. She was happy for Courtney, but it was also a reminder of her own failures. Her hands touched her round but empty stomach. She would never feel a cub grow inside her. Her bottom lip trembled. She wasn’t good enough to be a mate. No one wanted a woman with extra padding, who shifted into a giant cave bear. She let her hands slide from her stomach and dropped to her sides. At least she had nieces, nephews, and cousins to give her love to when she saw them, and she was going to have another one to love. A smile crept onto Joy’s face at the thought of a new baby in the Anderson family. She would volunteer to babysit.

      “Is everything okay?” asked Courtney when Joy returned from the kitchen. Concern filled her face.

      Joy nodded. “Everything’s fine. Why do you ask?”

      Courtney’s forehead wrinkled as she frowned. “You just didn’t seem like yourself. It wasn’t my news, was it?”

      “No! Never think that. I’m excited about having another baby cousin to spoil rotten. I’m not upset about a new baby in the family.” Joy was horrified and angry with herself that Courtney thought she was upset because of the baby. She was going to make sure her jealousy was buried so deep, no one else in the family got the same impression.

      “Something is going on. Was it your date last night?” asked Courtney.

      Joy rolled her eyes. “You could say that.” She shrugged and turned her attention to the pies. She didn’t want to talk about her date. Joy wondered why she kept wasting her time dating. It wasn’t even worth the effort.

      “So, how did it go?” Courtney leaned forward on the counter.

      “It didn’t.” Joy sighed as she shook her head. “Let’s just say I need to find a new supplier.”

      “It couldn’t have been that bad?” Courtney frowned. “Why would we need a new supplier?”

      “Yeah, it can and was that bad, because I finally broke down and accepted Ernie Clark’s dinner invitation,” confessed Joy.

      “You didn’t!” Courtney’s mouth dropped open.

      “I know. I know. Not the smartest thing I’ve ever done.” Joy shrugged her shoulders. “What can I say? I had a serious lapse of judgement.” Or it was because I was lonely, but she kept that thought to herself.

      “Was it that bad?”

      Joy picked up her coffee cup and took a sip. “Ernie complained about the restaurant I picked out. He made rude comments about what I ordered and said someone my size should be eating rabbit food instead of expensive steaks. He stared at the waitress, and then he had the nerve to tell me he didn’t do fat chicks, but he had no problem suggesting I go with him to his truck so I could suck his dick because I owed him for a lousy, but expensive night.”

      “What a jerk! I’m so sorry. I hope you told him off,” said Courtney.

      Joy tried ignoring the pity she saw in the woman’s eyes. “That’s why I need to find a new supplier. I’m just glad I drove myself.” She gave Courtney a half smile.

      “Why are you glad about that?”

      “Because he walked out of the restaurant.”

      “He did what?”

      “He didn’t like it when I told him I needed a huge galaxy class telescope and a pair of tweezers to find his tiny dick. The waitress heard our conversation and laughed at him. Ernie turned several shades of red and stormed out of the restaurant,” said Joy. She bit the inside of her bottom lip to keep from saying anything else, like how he embarrassed her in front of the other patrons with the other ugly comments he made about her.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      Joy shrugged as she focused her attention on her coffee cup. She didn’t want to see any more of the pitying looks Courtney was giving her, and she was glad she had said nothing about Ernie Clark leaving her to pay for both of their meals. Some things were too embarrassing to talk about with anyone, and that was at the top of the list.

      The bell above the diner’s front door jingled. Both Joy and Courtney turned to see two of the town’s elderly gentlemen walk in and sit down in one of the empty booths.

      “Good morning,” Joy called out to them.

      “I need to get back to the bakery and tackle more of the orders.” Courtney slid off the barstool. “I’ll bring more pies later this morning.”

      “Don’t work too hard,” said Joy.

      “Make sure you practice what you’re telling me to do, and don’t let what that jerk did get to you. Your mate is out there and you will find him.” Courtney waved at her and went back through the side door leading to the bakery.

      He’s been in town for a couple of years now, and he has done nothing to even show he wants me, but that’s my fault for always running from him. Joy plastered a smile on her face as she picked up the coffee pot and two mugs and walked over to where the gentlemen were sitting. She poured them coffee and took their orders. Before she could make it to the kitchen, several more of her regular morning customers came into the diner and sat down. For the next couple of hours, Joy stayed busy with the steady stream of people in and out of the diner.
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      “Joy, your mom is on the telephone,” said Bonnie, one of two waitresses who worked full time at the diner.

      “Thanks, I’ll take it in the office.” Joy finished refilling the coffee mug for a customer at the counter. She put the coffee pot back on the warmer and walked to her office. She picked up the telephone. “Hi Mom.”

      “How are you doing today?” asked her mother. “I hope you are having a fantastic day.”

      Joy frowned. Her mother wasn’t acting normal. Something was going on, but she wasn’t sure what it was. It was rare for her mom to call her at work. “I’m doing good. Is everything okay with you and Dad?”

      “Everything is fine. I just called to remind you about the family dinner on Saturday,” said her mother. “And that we are going to make family plans for the holidays.”

      “I haven’t forgotten about dinner or the holiday plans. I’ll be there. Is there anything you want me to bring for dinner?”

      “Well, now that you ask. You could bring a date.”

      Joy sighed. “I’m not bringing a date because I’m not
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