The Girl Next Door
by Havoc

“Prejudice is a great time saver. You can form mpia without having to get the facts.”
- E.B. White

“Chase! Can you come down and help me with sometiian?”

Chase looked away from his video game, glancin@tds his cracked bedroom door. His room
was up on the third floor of the house, but he @atill hear his mother as clear as anything. Tolat
him that she was probably on the floor below. Tieteen-year-old puma paused the game, setting his
controller down. “Yeah, mom, what is it?”

“I'm trying to change a light bulb, but they're o the top closet shelf. | can't reach them. Can
you come get one down for me?”

Sighing, Chase stood up and walked out of his edr@soing down the stairs, he went to the
second floor laundry room. When he walked insiadesé&w his mother, Gloria, standing on her tiptoes
at the back of the room, near the washer and dsyr@ining to reach a box of light bulbs on a shelf
high on the wall. A puma like him, Chase's mothaswlmost fifty years old and stood five and a half
feet tall, nearly a full foot shorter than him. Shas a stay-at-home wife for the most part, alttmosige
did work part-time as a secretary at a local b#mk same bank where his father, Nathan, was the
manager. A handy sort of woman who liked doingdbkiherself, she preferred to spend her free time
doing odd chores and fixing things around the hpbiseshe wasn't above asking someone else for
help. As she was right now.

“Why do you keep them all the way up there?” Chasleed her, stepping up beside her and
reaching up easily to pluck the box down. He hanttalhis mother, smirking a little. “Every time a
light goes out, you always yell for me or dad taneoget a light bulb for you. As many lamps as there
are in this house, you'd think you'd make the balb#le easier to access.”

His mother clucked her tongue as she took the hdxopened it up. “Funny man. College has
put a mouth on you, mister.” Gloria winked at hiffihe reason | keep them up here is because I've
always kept them up here. Simple as that. | hasyestem.” She pulled a light bulb from inside th& bo
and handed it back to Chase, who placed it baakupe shelf, exactly where it had been before.

“A system. Right.”

“And | do not yell. | make a forceful request fassstance. So there.”

Chase shook his head, but he couldn't help smitilgymother did have a method to her

madness, even if a person from the outside woubdndble to see it. Whenever she needed something



around the house, whether it was an egg, a nail| af tape, or even a light bulb, she always knew
exactly where to find it. Even if she needed helpieving it when she did find it. And for the ldstv
months, Chase had been the go-to person for tleghald been away, out of state in the northerngdart
the country, attending college for his freshmarryeat now that it was summer and he was back
home, he found himself being roped into chorehfemother all the time.

Not that Chase minded much. He was very close tio ®iohis parents, and especially his
mother, so he liked helping around the house. # thia least he could do for them letting him live a
home over the summer, rent-free, without harpingpiomtoo much about getting a summer job. Chase
liked having his free time when school was outesfsson. Ever since before high school, he'd ben th
active sort. The puma enjoyed going out and rundiftopng weights, and playing soccer, almost as
much as he also liked staying home and playingovglemes. The summer was giving him a lot of time
to engage in all of that, so it should have beeaigHowever, he was barely two weeks in, and e wa
already getting restless.

“Thanks for the help, Chase,” Gloria said. She wdlkut of the laundry room, heading for a
sitting room on the second floor. He followed hay,i more out of boredom than anything else. “Nice
to see you. You've been cooped up in that roomasll What do you do up there?”

“Video games,” Chase said, shrugging. He watchddsasother unscrewed an old light bulb
from a lamp in the room, replacing it with the neme. “Not a whole lot else to do. This town ist lo
more boring than back at school.”

Gloria straightened up and tossed the burnt-out imib a small waste basket by the door. “Oh,
you. Spend a school year up in fancy New York, sudtenly you're Mr. Cultured.” The middle-aged
puma clucked her tongue again, then she chuckigdll,I'll have you know that exciting things
happen around here, too, young man. For instanoggane just bought the Richardsons' place down
the street.”

Chase was actually a little surprised by that. 1R@aAfter all this time?”

“The 'For Sale' sign is gone. And there's a mowngk out there today. If you'd bother to come
down for anything other than food, you'd know that.

Four doors down and across the street from hislyantiouse, there was a smaller, two-story
home that had been vacant for nearly eight yeled once belonged to an elderly bear couple,
neighborhood friends who had been named Richard3dwy'd had Chase's family over for dinner
more than a few times during Chase's childhoodl tinat husband had passed away one day. The wife,
unable to keep up such a large house on her owinploaed away and put the home up for sale, but for

whatever reason it had never been bought by anyouery few weeks someone had come to cut the



grass and keep the place looking nice, but ottaar that it had been completely deserted.

“Wow,” Chase said. “That's kinda cool, actuallis been a while since someone new moved
into the neighborhood, hasn't it?” He rubbed his,clvaving his tail behind him. “Know who it is?”

Gloria shook her head. “No idea. Probably a fantiban't see anyone living by themselves in
that house.” Then she smiled. “Why don't you gocasle them to the neighborhood for us? It'll give
you a chance to get outside, anyway.”

“That's not a bad idea, | guess.” Truth be toldynioat he'd heard about it he was curious to see
who would be moving into the house. From growinghgwas unable to see it as anything but an old
persons' home. Meeting the new people who'd bedithere would be interesting. “Hey, maybe they
have someone my age there. Like a daughter? | wukdnd having a summer girlfriend.”

His mother rolled her eyes. “Whatever you say, Rmnhéave to start getting dinner ready. Let
me know what kind of people they are!”

“Ma'am? Where do you want this?”

“Hm?” From where she was kneeling, in the downstiming room area checking over some
boxes, Ellen looked up at the pair of movers. Tleye carrying a large dresser made of a rich, dark
wood, an heirloom from her great-grandmother. “Triretds to go upstairs, to the large bedroom. I'm
sorry, | know it's heavy...”

“No problem, ma'am,” the mover, a burly rhinocered to her. His partner, a zebra male in
just as good shape, helped him maneuver the dregsex better position for carrying. “We can handl
it. By the way, | noticed there were a few boxethmtruck that weren't labeled. | stacked thenomp
the ground and left a big marker on top. Would yood going out and writing where they need to go?
It'd help us out a lot.”

Ellen covered her mouth. “Oh, gosh, I'm so sortyéie was an awful lot to pack, so | must
have missed a few things. I'll go take care of tightt now.” Taking a preparatory breath, she gota
her feet. The movement made her feel nhauseousdbajbrief second, and she placed a hand on her
swollen belly. She thought that she could feeldhby move, perhaps a little upset at all of the imgpv
around she was doing today. She rubbed her storaadithe nausea passed.

Walking out of the living room, she moved throubke foyer and out the front door to where the
moving van was backed into the driveway of her hewe. As she came out into the late afternoon
sunlight, she felt even better. The air seemedhéem this city than it had in her old home, buyie
that was just her imagination, a byproduct of thange in surroundings. As she looked around aif all

the trees and green in her new neighborhood, $thiééesthings were looking up.



Ellen was a white-tailed doe, average in heightwaaht with soft, gentle features that made
her quite attractive. People often said that het Qealities were her deep emerald eyes and hég.smi
At thirty-five years old, she was in the prime @ ltife, or at least that was how she felt. Sheagbw
kept her short chestnut fur in immaculate condijtenmd liked to keep a similarly neat home. Elleswa
itching to be able to complete the unpacking artchge house in order. The two-story home had been a
real steal; she'd heard that the owner had be&migdor a buyer for almost a decade, so she'd been
able to get a much better price than she would béwerwise. That was good for her, since her budget
hadn't been all that spectacular to begin with.

In any case, Ellen was happy to be here. She vaaistglbe out of South Carolina, and perhaps
Georgia would be a kinder place to her. The movkldeen stressful, but then moving always was, she
supposed. Once she was all settled in, she washsngs would be just perfect. Taking another deep
breath of the fresh air, she found the stack oeldke mover had told her about and picked up the
marker. Ellen opened up the first box, findinglletl with dishes and silverware. Closing it bagk u
she wrote “kitchen” on the top. Lifting it up, sheved it aside to go to the next one.

“Hiya. Welcome to the neighborhood.”

Ellen jumped in fright, startled by the sudden eoso close by, and she dropped the marker.
Turning her head, she saw a male puma fur stamgirgto her in her driveway. He was tall and
athletic, and he looked rather young to her, pesteaghteen or nineteen. Typical for his species)due
golden brown fur, white underneath his chin andiadbhis mouth, and jagged black markings along
either side of his muzzle. The young man had ef/asvery attractive shade of green, not unlike her
own, and he was wearing jeans and a dark burgusbyttwith a college logo on it. He had a friendly
smile on his face, nice enough to keep her from@d®&o upset at being startled.

“Hi,” Ellen said. She bent down to pick up the markhe dropped, and when she straightened
up she smiled back. “Thank you. You're the firgspa to come by. Lucky you!”

The puma chuckled. “Lucky me.” He held out one hamder. “I'm Chase Marshall. My family
lives down the street.”

Off to a great start already®miling even more, Ellen took his hand. “I'm EllRawell. It's very
nice to meet you, Chase.” The doe turned back tdtees, opening up the next one. This one was
larger, and filled with books. She labeled it “figiroom”, and then started to pick it up. The basw
quite heavy, and she strained a little as she wasytto lift it.

“Hey, uh, let me help you with that,” Chase sai@. $tepped over to her and took the box from
her arms, setting it aside.

“Oh!' Um...Thanks.” Ellen felt a little awkward hang the young man help her, but it was nice



enough of him to offer. “It was a long drive, sm i little tired.”

“No problem,” Chase said. “My mom would kill meshe knew | let a pregnant lady lift a
heavy box like that. So, where are you from?”

“South Carolina,” Ellen replied. She opened upribet box to check what was inside. “A small
town a little south of Columbia, if you know abautere that is. Not all that different from here,
really.” She closed the box back up and labeléch#ster bedroom”.

Chase brushed his hands off, and he leaned bagksagee side of the moving van. “How
long?” At Ellen's quizzical glance, he nodded, iogkat her stomach. “Until the baby.”

“Oh!” The doe felt her face warm a little. “I'm atfew weeks over six months now, so about
two to go.” She moved the box she'd just labeldd¢clwvwas a lot lighter than the one the puma had
helped her to lift. She gave a rueful sigh, turnirigto a bit of a laugh. “You're lucky you're ay
You'll never have to deal with this.”

“l guess not.” Chase looked up at the house. “ipoetand your husband are both proud. Kinda
surprised he's not out here helping you, actually.”

Ellen was quiet for a few minutes, and she didiklat Chase. She felt her heart rate increase,
and she began to feel a little suffocated. Todrgdt the feeling of anxiety to subside, she chdrige
subject. “So, you've lived here your whole lifdét.”

“Huh?” The puma seemed confused by the suddentswitdirection. “Oh, uh, yeah. Yeah, |
was born here and this is where | grew up. Butginmg to college in New York now, I'm just home for
the summer.”

“New York? Wow.” Ellen put a hand on her hip, imgsed. “You must have worked hard for
that. What are you planning on doing with that kafeééducation?” She crossed her arms, eying the
young man in front of her. He seemed like a reailte guy, a good quality to have for a new neighbor

Chase kicked a small pebble from her driveway éosiide yard. “Not really sure yet. | guess
I'm still trying to figure out what | want to do thimy life.” He scratched behind one of his pointed
feline ears. “What about you? What do you do?”

“Elementary school teacher.”

“And what brings an elementary school teacher tor@a?”

Ellen shrugged. “Change of scenery. The pay i®bdtiwn here.” She smiled. “I just felt the
time was right for a change, especially with thibyban the way.”

“Right. Well, like | said, welcome to the neighbodd.” Chase checked his watch. “My parents
are probably going to have dinner on the tableysgion. | should get going. It was nice meeting

you.” He shook Ellen's hand again. “And hey, if yeeed anything, we're that yellow three-story an th



corner. Feel free to drop by anytime.”

The way he offered gave her a warm feeling. Ifédhad good vibes about this move before,
they were even better now. “Thanks. | feel at hatneady!” She watched the puma walk off, and she
twirled the marker between her fingers cheerfullyope everyone here is as nice as he was. This is
going to be a really great place to live, | canlfiee.

Dinner was excellent as always. Chase's mom wasad gook, and she always prepared a nice
spread for the family. Tonight the meal was fribitken, corn on the cob, roasted potatoes, and a
chopped green salad, a quintessentially SoutheasteFried chicken just happened to be one of
Chase's favorite meals, and his father's as welgleria made it at least three or four times a thon
They all would gladly have eaten it every day ivituldn't have made them balloon up to the size of
whales. As it was, they probably ate more of inthas good for them, but that was a problem they
were more than willing to deal with.

Placing the last clean chicken bone on his plabt@s€'s father, Nathan, leaned back in his chair
with a sigh. “Fantastic,” he said, looking supreyrstisfied. The elder puma reached over and gut hi
hand over his wife's. “Really hit a home run tlrisd, honey.”

Gloria looked pleased, but she gave him a teasiagesof her head. “You say that every time,”
she purred, her tail tip twitching with happineSke got up from the table and started clearindhap t
plates. “I'd ask if you saved room for pie, butdsmvatching you. | think you'll pop if you eat amext
bite.”

“Well, my pants will, at least,” Nathan admittedesipishly. “Your cooking is going to be the
death of me one day.” He unbuttoned the top budfdns shirt and loosened his tie, looking acrdes t
table at Chase. “So, Chase, what'd you get upday®’

Chase shrugged. “Not much. Stayed inside, modthyeld some games.” He grinned, glancing
at his mom. “Played the hero and got a light bolbmiom. I'm sure I'll get my name in the papers for
that.”

“l swear, you tease me way more than necessarylfi&talled from the kitchen. She leaned
her head out into the doorway, winking at her $Both of you. One of these days karma will bite
you.”

Her son chuckled. “Oh, | did go out once today, Daglent down the street and introduced
myself to the new neighbor.”

“Oh!” Gloria came back into the dining room, wipihgr hands off with a dish towel. She

draped it over her shoulder, placing her handsesrhips. “What were they like?”



“New neighbors?” Nathan looked curious, turningdage from his wife to his son.

“The Richardson house, down the street,” Gloridarpd. “Someone just bought it, and they
were moving in today?” She looked at her son. ‘t8sh.”

Chase felt oddly like he was being interrogate@nethough he'd promised his mother that he
would tell her about them. “I only met one persdmg”’said. “Her name was Ellen Powell. She's a
white-tail deer, and she's an elementary schoohtxaThey moved here from South Carolina. She
seemed really nice.”

“She our age?” Nathan asked. “They have any kids?”

“She's a little younger than you guys,” Chase szhli'She's pregnant, but | didn't see any other
kids. | guess it's her first. She did tell me thla¢ moved here because of the baby. Needed a bigger
place, | guess, and she said the work was better’he

Gloria looked excited. “Oh, a baby, how nice! Whdlve to get the other wives in the
neighborhood together and throw her a baby shovirat would be a nice welcoming party for her.”

“Well, what about her husband?” Nathan asked. “Wiuats he do?” He sat up straighter,
adjusting the cuffs of his shirt. “Hope he likeseband baseball. Season's in full swing, and tlee&y
are having a pretty good year so far. | could abvwase a new game watching buddy.”

Chase shrugged again. “I dunno. I didn't see hiaskked her about him, but she was kinda
preoccupied, so she didn't answer.” He wasn'tihbtitered about it. His parents were the ones who
wanted to know everything about everyone in thghmsbrhood, not him, even though he was naturally
curious about the new neighbors. “He was probaiside with the movers. Anyway, | talked to her for
a little bit and helped her with a few boxes, theame home. Like | said, she seems nice. Oh, and |
told her that if she needed anything, she couldecbyn | hope that was okay...”

“Of course it was,” Gloria assured her son. “Whatkof neighbors would we be if we didn't
offer to help out? We'll at least have to have tlwemr for dinner sometime soon.” She returned ¢o th
kitchen, waving her tail in an animated fashioro t8ce to have some new faces around here. | can't
wait to meet them.”

“I think you'll like Ellen, anyway, mom,” Chase dai

“Mrs. Powell,” his mother corrected him from thedkien. “Honestly, your father and | taught
you better manners than that.”

With a little sigh, Chase rolled his ey&he's just as close to my age as she is to yoHs...
caught his father's eye, and his father gave Hittleanod and a shrug. He was clearly of the same
opinion as his wife. Sometimes his folks could bekl-fashionedSome of my professors at school

don't even mind being called by their first namegiess parents are just like that.
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A week went by, and the arrival of the new neiglslseemed to be pushed to the backs of
everyone's minds. By the time the next weekene@daround, most of the neighborhood had made
Ellen's acquaintance, and a few dinner invitationdier and her family had been made. To Chase's
knowledge, however, she had politely turned athefinvitations down. Most people assumed that the
Powells were still getting adjusted to their neva$®, since Ellen seemed relatively outgoing. Atter
first few days, during which the house was presuynlabing put in order, she could often be seen out
in her front yard, tending to the flower beds. T¥@te-tail looked like a fan of bright colors, senshe
was planting rows of pansies and daisies alondrtimt of the house and on either side of the drayew
Whenever anyone walked by, they'd greet her and simswer with a return greeting and a friendly
wave.

One person who had yet to make an appearance VegssEusband. Ellen herself drove a
small red convertible, which was almost alwayshi driveway, but nobody had figured out what her
husband drove. Whatever it was, he seemed to work hours, leaving early in the morning and
coming back late at night, because his car wasrribeee. Whenever someone asked her about it, she
just gave an awkward smile and quickly changedsthgect. Rumors were starting to rumble about the
neighborhood. The more gracious of the rumors wether husband was deployed in the military, off
on some assignment that Ellen couldn't talk abmuthat he worked for the federal government in
Atlanta or even in Washington and was away a lbé more gossipy neighbors, which Chase was sad
to say included his own mother, were starting tasptr that Mr. Powell was involved in more seedy
and unseemly business, like organized crime or #ange Chase himself couldn't see such a nice
woman taking up with someone like that, so he wasenmclined to lend credence to the government
rumors, but really he thought he probably just Aawbrmal job that kept him out of the house
frequently.

Chase didn't think about it all that much, andrafiegd introduced himself on the first day he
didn't say more than a passing greeting to Ell&at Was until the following weekend, when he was
out for a mid-morning run. The neighborhood wagtprguiet for a Saturday, but as he ran past the
Powells' house, he noticed that Ellen was in hartfyard, digging around in one of her flower beds.
The driveway, yet again, had her convertible iouit no other cars. The elusive Mr. Powell seemed no
to be home, as usual. He decided to stop and dlay &aed maybe satisfy a little of the curiosity
surrounding the new arrivals. Turning into her dviray, he jogged up the gentle concrete slope and
stopped next to the doe.

“Good morning, Mrs. Powell,” he greeted her politddreathing only a little hard. He'd already



been running for about fifteen minutes, havingtethby going up and down the main road outside the
neighborhood.

Ellen looked up at him, blinking the morning surt otiher eyes. “Well, hello there, Chase,”
she said. “Good morning. Out for one of your runs?”

“Yeah,” Chase said. He jogged in place for a feaoses before stopping. “I like to keep in
shape. Plus, it helps when video games and TVa#tidn”

“I'd certainly imagine you're in pretty good shafieen,” Ellen surmised. “I look out and see
you running all the time. That's good. Young kiceliyou ought to be active.” She turned back to her
flowers, digging the trowel into the dark brownlstihate to see children wasting their time on
computers and video games. A good book and goitgjdeudoes wonders for the mind.”

Chase laughed. “Hey, I'm not one of your studerits,joked. “Don't lump me in with all the
little kids.”

Ellen laughed as well. The sound was light andgaleg like a bird's song. “No, you're not,” she
agreed. “I'm sorry, Chase. | was just making fugai.” She sat up, dusting her knees off and sigjfti
to sit on her front step. She was wearing an oidgigeans and a large shirt, one that was loose
enough to cover her pregnant belly. The neck otthig was sliding halfway off one shoulder, and
Chase could see a little bit of the white fur cavgther collarbone. “So, what brings you around?”

“Nothing much,” the teenage puma said. He sat dowthe front step next to Ellen, far enough
away to be polite but close enough to be frierfdlyist saw you outside and figured I'd take a krea
from running to say hello. | hadn't said hi or dnyg since | introduced myself when you moved in.
Everything going well with the new house?”

The doe nodded. “Pretty good. The interior is ellug. I've just been working on the yard these
past few days.” She looked out at the front laver,$hort brown-and-white tail, which was poking out
the back of her jeans, wiggling happily. “It's etlming together nicely.”

“Looks like it. Your flower beds look really niceChase gazed over the alternating rows of
yellows, purples, whites, and reds. Then he glaoeed the rest of the lawn. “Huh. Your grass looks
kind of long, though. | guess the old owners stapgbe landscaping service a little before the final
sale.”

Ellen reached down from the front step, runningdtender fingers through the tips of the
grass. “They did. | have a lawn mower in the garsleed out back, and I've been meaning to cut it
myself. But it's been so hot lately, and | get sehen | spend too much time on my feet these days.”
She shrugged. “I guess I'll just have to hire dgssional to do it for me. It's not a big deal.”

“You don't have to do that,” Chase said, almostajueflex. “If you need your grass cut, | can



do that for you. | could do it right now, evens itiot that hot out yet.”

“Oh, | couldn't ask you to do that for me!” Ellemsisted, her eyes widening. She placed a hand
on Chase's shoulder. “No, really, don't. I'm swe klave better things to do than cutting your
neighbor's lawn. I'll get someone to do it.”

Grinning, Chase got up from the front step. “Hewals just running because | was bored,” he
said. “ don't mind. | cut my parents' grass a#l titme, so it'll be fun to cut someone else's fohange.
Seriously, let me do it.”

He thought that Ellen was going to refuse agaibtheen she looked out at her lawn and then
back at him. “Well, okay. If you insist. The sheatighe back, and the lawn mower is in there. There
should be a gas can next to it, if it needs it.”

“Sure thing!” Chase headed off around the houseftere the garden shed was. He opened it up
and found an old lawn mower, rusty in a few plaaed looking well-used. He wheeled it out of the
shed and checked it over, finding that althoughdt't look like much, it seemed to be in fine wiak
order. Taking the gas can that was right wherenBiled said it would be, he added some to the tank
and tried to start the contraption up. To his sagrthe engine caught on the very first try, dmrdn
like a dream. He set the cutting level to the prdpaght and got to work, starting with the sidedya

As he worked, he realized that he had no idea vehlydd offered to do this for the neighbor
woman. He really couldn't think of any reason. Tie@ught had just occurred to him as soon as he saw
that her grass was getting long. Maybe he wagijyisig to be a good neighbor, to make the newcomer
feel at home. Whatever the reason, her yard wassbig was going to be a pretty long job, and desp
what he'd said before it was going to get hot detsioon.

Oh well. Little late to think better of it, now.

Ellen watched the puma disappear around the cofrtegr house, and a few minutes later she
heard the familiar rumble of her lawn mower staytup. She felt a little guilty at what she wasithejt
him do, but he seemed like he had really wanteditder grass for her. Her grass had been getting
pretty long, though...It just felt to her like swas taking advantage of him, even though he had bee
the one to bring it up. She just didn't want thg twofeel like hehadto help her, and she didn't want to
seem helpless, either. She could take care oflherse

Even though...well, | guesswbuld be pretty hard for me to get through the entiredyaight
now, Ellen thought, placing her hand on her stomactnipAto the grocery store these days was tiring
enough for her, and that was a lot less strenuwars mowing the lawnlust accept the help, El. You

obviously could use at least a little of it.



While Chase worked on her yard, Ellen kept gointipwer flowers. In South Carolina, she'd
always had a lovely garden, one that her neighladsbeen envious of. But it had been that nice sort
of envy which made everyone want to come aroundhamg out, to look at and smell the flowers. It
hadn't just been flowers, either. She liked growiagetables as well, and she planned to put a
vegetable garden in the backyard once the flowetggaout front was completed. That might have to
wait until the baby had been born, but it was stimgtshe definitely had planned. In fact, she alyea
had the seeds she would need, stored in a smalfmcige in her garage. They were a part of the
sizable collection of gardening supplies that s brought with her from her old house.

Other than her job as a teacher, gardening wag'&liée. Whenever she was feeling stressed
out or in need of something to do, she'd go outsidemess around with her plants, trimming and
pruning where needed or adding new colors to the Tiie doe was always on the lookout for new
flowers to add to her personal landscape. Thatwied she had been the most sad to leave behind
when she moved from South Carolina; her garderblead a veritable rainbow of different colors, all
of hundreds of different varieties of plants. Tloene and garden store in her old town had gotten at
least half of its business, Ellen was sure, fromabtene. She'd go in there at least two or threedia
week, enough so that the employees there knewyheaine.

And that was where | met him...

Ellen was surprised by how much it hurt, even withmuch time and distance behind her. Just
thinking about him made her heart ache. She tdgqalt it out of her mind, but the wound was still
fresh. The move might have made her forget it fioitla while, but it hadn't done anything to banis
completely. She looked up from her flowers, takanigw deep breaths as she felt a lump starting to
form in her throat. Despite her efforts, the ddeddew tears leak from the corners of her emerald
green eyes. As that happened, Chase came arouodrtiex of the house, apparently having finished
with the side yard and starting on the front.

Quickly, Ellen put her trowel down, standing up aaching away from him. She was
determined not to let Chase see her cry. If hethaty he might start asking questions, and thatidvou
be very awkward. Questions, innuendo, and rumors We whole reason she had decided to move,
after all. Without glancing back at the young puste walked up the front steps and into her house,
closing the door firmly behind her and shutting ewrything except the now-muted sound of the lawn
mower.

Once she was safely in the anonymity of her owndydglien covered her face with her hands
and sank down to the floor, her back against tlue de the tears began to flow freely. For almast te

full minutes, she sobbed into her palms. Her shersldhook as the emotions flooded back over her,



feeling as real and as raw as the day everythidggbae wrong. When she was finally able to stod, an
to get control of herself, she looked herself oVée thin fur on her hands was streaked with teard,
still covered in dirt from the garden like her ties. Ellen was certain that her face was justrag as

the rest of her.

“I must look a real mess,” she said to herself, agamg a quiet, watery laugh. Putting a hand
back against the door to steady herself, she duitdeet. “A quick shower wouldn't be a bad idea
right now.” Ellen glanced out of one of the fronndows, checking on Chase's progress. He had
already finished the side yard, of course, and &g about halfway done with the front yard. That lef
the rest of the front, the other side yard, andothekyard. She had plenty of time to have a quiakhw

For a few moments, though, she watched him wodqiteg on the windowsill and gazing out at
the front yard. The teenage puma was working Harthe didn't look like he was straining too much.
Ellen admired how in shape he was. She remembea@dtb her college days, when she had been in
the best shape of her life. Not many people woakkhguessed from looking at her now, but Ellen had
been on the track team from middle school all thg Wrough her senior year of college, and she had
won a good number of awards during that time. e almost fifteen years ago, now. She
remembered that Chase had told her he liked plapogts. The tall male fur looked like just thedin
of boy that Ellen would have dated, back in hernger days in school. He was a very attractive young
man, confident, and he seemed genuinely nice. $efyma rare thing to find these days...

Blinking, the doe straightened up, shaking her reehitle. Of all the things, she had caught
herself daydreaming. What a silly thing. He wasr@avdecade younger than her, and they had only met
a week ago. Besides, a boy just out of his freshyean in college would be far more interested nsgi
his own age, not a thirty-five-year-old schooltearctwo months away from her first child. A brief
fantasy was all it was...All it should be...

With another small shake of her head, Ellen ladtfthyer, walking through her living room to
the stairs that lead to the second floor. She vaalke leaning heavily on the banister as she wést.
ankles were getting increasingly sore more quieldyer pregnancy went on, so it was slow going. She
could have chosen to put her bedroom on the grlaad but she wasn't going to be pregnant forever,
after all, and the rooms up on the second floorrhadce windows. The white-tail doe had selected the
sunniest, largest bedroom to be hers. As she watkedt, she felt much better.

Unlike the rest of the house, she had set up tdeben almost exactly the same way it had
been back at her old house. Ellen didn't have alaegectangular bed. Her bed was circular, abaut
feet in diameter, and it was placed perfectly i ¢knter of the room, right underneath a huge ghiyli

Her sheets were earthy tones, muted browns and ta@lend with her own deer coat. The skylight was



made of stained glass of varying shades of grebithwscattered patterns all over the bed, making it
look like a sunny forest floor. This room and thglght had been the big reason she had decided on
this house, along with the favorable price. Whderilwas in here she felt like everything was just
perfect, like nothing had changed in the last sbnths at all.

This is just about the only place that feels likeme... Ellen thought. She sighed a little,
forcing herself to smile again. All of it was betliher. She had more important things to worry about
than her past. Going to the far side of the roolmen her dresser and her laundry hamper were, she
took her shirt and bra off. Ellen tossed them thihamper, then peeled off her jeans and hergsanti
and put them in as well. Then she walked into tteched bathroom. It was as luxurious as one might
expect from a bedroom the size that hers was, gtk tile floors and a glassed-in shower. Shedstro
towards it, feeling the smooth tiles underneathtdaee feet. Sliding open the door, she reachedensi
and turned the water on, adjusting the knobs te gerself what she hoped would be the perfect
temperature. She was still trying to feel out tba@e that this shower operated on. Waiting forvlager
to heat up, she turned around and faced the cluestbdoom doonVell, hello there.

On the back of the bathroom door hung a mirrot, glieut as wide and tall as the door itself.
Ellen could see herself reflected perfectly irBibme people might call her vain, but she lovedrnggei
herself in reflection. It gave her the chance taleate herself and gauge her appearance, something
that she had become rather self-conscious aboungdoer pregnancy. The doe turned this way and
that, looking at her figure from several differantgles. Her belly was quite large now, and in pestea
month more her girth would be nearly double whatas before she'd gotten pregnant. She supposed
she should be thankful that both she and the lthbg,far, were perfectly healthy. Ellen steppedeto
to the mirror, looking more carefully at herselhelfur was thinner on her belly than it usually was
owing to how she was stretched, but really onedidutell any change in the lovely, creamy white
color of her stomach fur. Turning her back to theon, she looked over her shoulder and examined
herself from behind. The chestnut brown that manéa majority of her coat's color was still as
gorgeous as ever. She waggled the tail that gavspeeies its name, giggling just a little. Frora th
rear, one almost wouldn't have known she was praghar fanny looked just as full and perfect, to
her, as it always had.

When she turned back around, she frowned justie, litolding her hands up to her breasts. The
nice thing was that they had grown several cupszer the last few months. She was now a D
instead of a B, but it came with a cost. For mdstey life, Ellen had been able to go without wegra
bra. She had been blessed with naturally perkw, faupported breasts, and bras were a very recent

introduction to her. Now that she was pregnantbust sagged a little due to the increased volume,



and they still looked strange to her. Still, shd tmadmit, when she did have a bra on and hadta sh
over them, they did look pretty nice. And realley weren't althat bad when she was naked, although
she did hope they'd go back to their normal siz=dhe baby had arrived. For now, though, she was
satisfied with her appearance, and reasonably s@cuihe fact that even with the minor flaws sheswa
still quite an attractive woman.

“You still have it, El,” she remarked to herselffriing back towards the shower with a smile.
The glass was fogged up now, and the temperatuheiroom had increased to the point where she
thought the water was probably ready. Sliding therecbpen again, Ellen stepped inside, going under
the spray of hot water. She took in a quiet gagpedsure as the cascade hit her body. “Perfect...”

After finishing with the front yard, Chase was adésfor nearly another hour. The side yard and
backyard took only thirty minutes, but after he viiasshed with that he put the lawn mower back and
retrieved a rake from the garden shed. Ellen's lamower didn't have a bag, so it had been spewing
grass clippings all over the yard while he'd beattirng. Never one to leave a job half done, Chase
spent the rest of his work time raking up the chgg into a neat pile near the fence line in the
backyard. While he was raking, he thought abounkigs neighbor.

He'd noticed that while he'd been cutting the fiaard, the doe had gone back inside of her
house. Chase wasn't sure, but he thought thatasshbden upset. He couldn't think of a reason wat th
would be, but he didn't really know her all thatiwilaybe something had happened recently to upset
her, or maybe it was just pregnancy hormones, mesioing. He'd heard that being pregnant could
throw your emotions all out of whack. One thingtthe could be thankful he'd never have to
experience, as a man.

Chase was increasingly curious about Ellen. Heh&tdn't seen any sign of her husband, and he
thought it was a little unusual that he would bexgdvom home this long on a weekend. Then again,
depending on the job he had, it might make pedente that he'd be away for so long. Chase just
didn't know enough to be able to say for her. &llkmew was that if he had a wife as pretty as her a
home, he sure wouldn't be happy about being awasufth long stretches at a time. Six months
pregnant, and he thought she was still pretty. kHglte was beautiful. If she hadn't been marrigat..
no, that was unrealistic. Ellen was so much olbdanthim, and sheasmarried. They probably
wouldn't have much in common anyway, being of défé species.

Once he was all finished, Chase closed up the gasided. He was a little tired, and he knew
that his muscles would be pretty sore in the magynie had little bits of grass stuck in his fumasl,
but all things considered he wasn't too dirty. Heshed himself off, and he was about to head fer th



front of the house when the back sliding glass @paemed and Ellen stepped out.

“All finished?” she called, smiling at him. Chaseticed that she had washed up and changed
out of her gardening clothes. She was wearingghbyiellow, flowered sundress with thin shoulder
straps. If she had been down in spirits before |@bleed fine now.

“All finished,” Chase confirmed. He waved a handvwiaat the ground. “The grass should be
fine for another few weeks.”

“It looks great,” Ellen said. She toyed with onetloé straps on her dress. “I really appreciate it,
Chase. | have some sweet tea in the fridge, ifwant to come in for a glass. You must be exhausted
after all that work.”

Chase shrugged, shaking his head a little. “Ityemasn't all that much work,” he said, telling a
little white lie. He started walking towards theuse. “But it was pretty hot. Something to drink \ebu
be great.”

Ellen beamed at him, standing to the side andhgetiim in. Chase felt relieved when he walked
into her house. The air conditioning was on fuldt] and it was like jumping into a swimming paml t
go from the oppressive heat outside to the coahaide. He looked around the living room that he'd
been brought into. From what little he knew abaert the place was pretty much what he'd expect. The
furniture inside looked old, possibly antiquesiongs she'd inherited from relatives. Everythinggwa
made of heavy, dark wood. It had been a long timeesChase had been in this house, since he'd been
a little kid when the previous owners had his fgmoNer for dinners, but he remembered the soft blue
color of the walls very well. Apparently Ellen imiged to keep the house about the same as it had bee
before.

One thing he did notice was the way the walls vde@orated. In most homes, Chase would
expect to see photographs of the family up on thk We did see a few photographs, but they atl jus
had Ellen in them, along with two older white-tdildeer who he assumed were her parents. There
were also other pictures, paintings, of landscadedidn't see any pictures of a man who coulddye h
husband.

“Have a seat.” Ellen gestured to a large, rountetdiat was near the entrance to the kitchen. A
few chairs were placed around it. “I'll just popoirthe kitchen. Won't be a minute.” She disappeared
through the open doorway, and Chase heard thamjrik glasses and what sounded like a refrigerator
opening. He pulled out one of the chairs and satnd@ few minutes later, Ellen came back out of the
kitchen, holding two tall glasses of sweet tea Wwotls of ice. She set one down in front of him &oak
the next chair over.

“Thanks,” Chase said cheerfully. He raised thegjleeking a sip of the drink. His eyes widened



a little. “Wow...This is really good.” The tea wHavored strongly, but not overpoweringly so, and i
had just the right amount of sugar with a hinteshbn. “I mean, | always thought my mom made the
best sweet tea, but | think you might have her,bidet. Powell.”

Ellen looked embarrassed but very pleased to he&r‘tYou're just saying that to flatter me,”
she teased him. But there was mistaking the dimplasr cheeks that marked a genuine smile. “And
please don't call me that. It makes me sound dlen ks just fine.”

| told you, momChase thought. “No, seriously, it's really goo#a) mayyyyybe not better
than my mom's, but it's at least a tie.” He lookealind the living room again, taking everything“in.
like what you've done with the place. | haven'trbeehere since the old neighbors lived here, wihen
was real little.”

“Oh, thank you,” Ellen said. She looked over hendiwving room as well. “Most of the
furniture is hand-me-downs from my grandmother. Whlee died, | got a lot of what she had. Some of
this stuff is older than my parents.”

“l could tell.” Chase scanned his eyes over théupss. “I see lots of pictures of you here. |
guess those are your parents with you?” Ellen nodtdelon't see any of your husband, though. Where
are the pictures of him?”

As soon as he said it, Chase knew that he'd saétbing wrong. Ellen went very still and
quiet, and she looked away from him. For a momergdt a flashback to when he'd been cutting the
grass, and he'd seen her looking upset. The das'sewly lowered to her head, and her shoulders
slumped a bit. He almost thought that she was gmirsgart crying, because her eyes grew glassy and
somewhat red. Then she got ahold of herself, tdoteath, and turned back to him, setting her ghéss
sweet tea down on the table.

“There aren't any pictures of him,” Ellen said ghof'| don't have a husband.”

Chase was taken aback by her answer. “You doni@ah...| just assumed...” He closed his
mouth and took a sip of his drink. “So...So you'o¢ married.”

The white-tail doe shrugged and gave a helpleso$amile. “Hard to be if there's no husband,
right?” She pushed her glass around on the talbtacguwith one finger, leaving a faint trail of
moisture from the condensation on the bottom. “Doesmtter?”

“Well, I...” Chase blinked, feeling like he was bgiput on the spot. Ellen was watching him
closely, looking for what his reaction would be.d'Nt doesn't matter. Not to me. It's just thamdan,
you're pregnant. Everyone in the neighborhood kinassumed-”

“They were wrong, weren't they?” Ellen said heatetitveryone kept on asking me 'Where's

your husband?' 'When do we get to meet your husbaral and your husband just have to come over



for dinner sometime.' Nobody ever bothered askiegfrhevenhada husband, they just thought 'Oh,
she's having a baby, she must have someone thigréevi” She stopped, seeming to know that she
was sliding into a rant. She glanced away, lookingof the window. After she calmed herself down
for a few minutes, she looked back at Chase. “dmysl...Can we not talk about it?”

“Sure...,” Chase said. He leaned back in his ch@ircourse. Sorry | brought it up, I...I didn't
know.”

For a while, the two of them just sat at the tabtgether without saying anything, drinking their
sweet tea and avoiding each others' eyes. ChasstiWaseling from the way that Ellen had reacted
what he thought was a simple question, but he kaglalearly hit a sensitive spot with his inquiry.
Even so, some of his curiosity had been satisé#agit in a roundabout way. Ellen was living here
alone, and the father of her unborn child was agybr out of the picture. Now the way that she had
brushed off everyone's questions about her fantiaon made sense. She was a single mother,
moved to a new home, and from the way that sheabtetl when he brought up the subject, it seemed
like she was running from something. While they batsaw a single tear roll down her cheek, but
nothing more.

“Well, sorry for bringing the conversation to aeseching halt,” Ellen finally said. She brushed
the back of one hand over her face, swiping awayffending drop of moisture, and she let out &rus
of breath. “Phew...How about we talk about sometlElse? You told me a little about yourself when
we first met, but | don't really know a whole Iditcaut you. You grew up around here, right?”

“Yeah, | lived in that house down the street my lgHde,” Chase said. “Grew up here, went to
school here. Cloverleaf Elementary, Conrad Aikeddi® School, and then Carson McCullers High
School. | guess | went to New York for college hesml was finally getting sick of staying around
here.” He laughed a little, thinking back to whex\dhtold his parents where he'd decided to go to
school. They'd both been disappointed, especialynother, Gloria. She'd cried for days, heartbnoke
that her son was going to be so far away from h@he:d tried to convince him not to go, but hisanin
had been made up since his junior year of highacho

Ellen looked surprised, and she smiled at him. ¥€tteaf Elementary? I'll be teaching there in
the fall when the new school year starts. SecoadeyrOf course, I'll sort of be part time for #dit
while, since the baby will be arriving about then.”

“Oh, good for you!” Chase congratulated her.

“Yes, | just got the offer a few days ago. | waskiyito find something so quick. It's a real relief.
I made a decent profit selling my house in Soutroldza and buying this one, but | didn't have ertoug

to last much beyond Christmas.” The doe was vergg#d with herself. “I guess fate works out for the



better sometimes.”

Chase thought that was a peculiar thing to sayheuwtidn't remark upon it. He wasn't really a
believer in fate or anything like that. “That's godm sure you'll be a good teacher here, too.”

“You're assuming again,” Ellen pointed out. “How ytmu know | was a good teacher back
h-...back in South Carolina?”

“Were you?”

Ellen thought about it for a few seconds, and siddad thoughtfully. “Yes, | think so. | was
patient with my kids, and they always had fun in ctgss, and they learned. That's about all you need
to qualify as a good teacher.” She leaned forwaier chair, smiling at Chase. “So you grew up
around here, but you left to go to school. Leag#l&riend behind?” She blinked, seeming to realize
what she'd asked. “That's a little unfair for measd, isn't it? You asked me about the same tlaing |
refused to talk about it.”

“It's okay, | don't mind,” Chase said, chucklinglé&h, I...I dated a little in high school and all,
but | never really had a steady girlfriend. Thersbody back in New York, either.” The puma
shrugged.

“Ohhh, come now.” Ellen propped her head on one aouting slightly. Her gentle deerish
face made the expression adorable, despite hef@ge guy like you? You should have a girlfriend.
bet you could make someone really happy.” She eff@another smile.

“Nice of you to say,” Chase said, his return smailleit awkward. Hearing that from a woman
sixteen years his senior was strange, but for geamon his tail was involuntarily wagging behindhhi
Thankfully, his body blocked it from her view. dthot like | haven't been looking. | just havealrid
the right girl, | guess.”

“You'll find her. A nice guy like you is a scarcernmodity.” She lifted her glass to take another
sip of her drink, but before she did she muttetBd]ieve me, | know...” Ellen sipped at her tea,
looking through the glass door to the backyard. 3dteolteacher gave a fractional shake of her head,
and then she looked back at Chase. “Well, | doattvto keep you all day. I'm sure your parents are
wondering where you are by now.”

“Oh, crap...” Chase looked at his watch, realiZiwegd been out for nearly two and a half hours
by now. That was definitely longer than anyone dugthave taken for a morning run. “You're right. |
should go.” He pushed his chair back and stoodTupanks for the tea.”

Ellen waved off his thanks, getting up herself. &hkyoufor cutting my grass.” She walked
him to the front door. He noticed that her handitigbrushed up against his arm as she opened the

door for him, and she turned to face him beforstaged walking out. “I'll have to think of someywa



to repay you for that, Chase.”

“I had an idea about that,” Chase said. He pubhargls in his pockets, leaning towards her.
“You've turned down invitations to dinner from eyene in the neighborhood, including from my
parents, | believe. I'm kind of hoping you'll act#pe invitation from me, now.”

Smirking, Ellen crossed her arms, leaning agahesiriside of the door frame. “And how is that
me repaying you? A dinner invitation sounds mdke {iou doing me another favor.”

“Oh, trust me,” Chase said with a wry grin, takiomge hand out of his pocket and rubbing the
fur on the back of his neck, “once you spend amienglistening to my dad ramble on about banking
and baseball, you won't think it's a favor.” Henged wider at Ellen's laugh. “I guess it's notlgeabu
repaying me, I'd just really like it if you cameewvfor dinner sometime.”

The white-tail doe stopped laughing, with her maalightly open. “Huh...Ohhh...” She reached
up with one hand, toying with one of her broad eansl Chase saw something in her eyes change.
Each time he'd seen her, Ellen had seemed outgoithdriendly, but now she looked almost shy. “The
way you say that, it kinda sounds like you wans thi be a date.” Her tail was flicking back andHor
every few seconds, and he saw a smile tuggingeatdmers of her mouth as he racked his brain for
something to say to that.

“No, I, uh...l didn't mean...,” Chase stammeredwses uncharacteristically flustered all of a
sudden. His new neighbor was admittedly quite etitra, and the way she seemed to be flirting with
him was throwing him off. “I was just being neighilyol mean, you don't like a lot of gossip, right?
The more you keep turning down social invitatidhg, more people are going to talk.”

“Easy, Chase, | was just teasing,” Ellen assured kie thought that he could detect a little hint
of disappointment in her voice, nonetheless. “But'se right, | guess. | haven't been as open asltic
have. People expect a new arrival to want to reatland make new friends.” She looked out her front
door at the street, where a few people were walkinghe put a hand underneath her pregnant belly,
rubbing it through her sundress. “I'll make youeald| have a lot going on right now, still settjim
and getting prepared for the baby to arrive. Calima few weeks, when I'll be more in order, dneht
I'd love to have dinner with you and your parents.”

Chase nodded. “Okay. It's a deal.” He leaned fadwpatting one hand on the wall above
Ellen's head, looming over her and looking deeply her emerald eyes. He saw them widen a bit in
amused surprise. Two could play at the flirting g@afBut | don't have your number, Ellen. I'm gonna
need that.”

“You're right,” Ellen agreed, her voice a little bioarse. “Stay right here.” She turned away,

heading back into the house and to her kitchererAfttew minutes, she returned with a small pad of



paper and a pen. She scribbled a phone numbettantop sheet, and then tore it off and handeal it t
Chase. Their fingers brushed against each othee &sok the paper from her, and they lingered for a
second longer than normal before he drew his haol.lYDon't wait too long to call.”

The puma glanced at the slip before folding it patting it in his pocket. He gave Ellen a final
smile, then he walked out of her front door, steytio jog again once he got to the end of her draxe
heading for home.

Ellen watched the college boy jog off down theattewards his house, her head a jumble of
emotions now. She felt even warmer than the hotstiayld have made her, and her heart was beating
faster than a hummingbird's. The doe had ratham bgpecting the invitation from Chase, considering
that he was about the only person in the neighloathibat hadn't offered her one until now, but she
hadn't been expecting him to flirt back at hert®do it so well. She'd seen the expression ofelois
when he'd leaned over her, and it had excitedHilen hadn't felt an excitement like that sinceelly
since back in South Carolina.

| don't know if | should have laid it on that thighe thought. She hugged herself around the
arms, feeling a small shiver pass up and down iaesFlirting with the younger man seemed like
such a bad thing to do, but the way he had resgbhdd made her feel so good. The predator was so
cute, too, and she could feel that he thought sieepwetty from the way his eyes had locked onte her
just now. Was it so bad to think there could be ethimg there?

“Oh, El,” she said to herself with a sigh. “Whaé aou doing to yourself?” She withdrew into
her house, closing the door.

When Chase got back home, he stepped inside ahdislrunning shoes off, leaving them in
the front entrance. His clothes were sweaty amhti dirty, covered with dust and bits of grass
clippings. He hoped he hadn't left too much of @snghen he sat down in Ellen's house. He needed a
shower and a change of clothes, and he was staotipet hungry, too. Lunch sounded like a good idea
about now. Chase walked through the front hall,iognmto the living room near the base of the stair
up to the second floor. He was stopped when hedtsaneone calling to him.

“That was a long morning run.”

Chase turned and looked to see his mother and fsittiag at the dining table off to the side of
the living room, apparently in the middle of luné®h, hey. Yeah, | guess it was. Sorry, | got kaid
caught up in something.”

His mother, Gloria, looked less than pleased byekplanation. “Caught up in something'?



What kind of something?”

“Nothing...crazy,” Chase replied, a little takeraak by the accusatory tone in his mother's
voice. “l was out for a run, and when | passed NM®@wvell's house she was outside. | stopped to say
hello. We were talking and | noticed that her lamas getting kind of long, so | cut it for her. Wkied
a little after that. That's all.”

Gloria frowned at him. “You could have called. Isvgetting worried.”

“Gloria, don't nag,” her husband cautioned her. Vitbes fine. He was doing a favor for a
neighbor. There isn't anything to be upset about.”

“Sorry,” Chase said, annoyed by his mother's aléittShe was being unreasonable, and he
didn't like it at all. “I didn't have my phone withe. | was only out for a few hours.”

The older puma woman got up from the table, takiegplate with her as she walked towards
the kitchen. “Excuse me for being concerned abgusom, Nathan. I'm just trying to be a good
mother. And | don't like the idea of him hanginguard her house.”

“What?” Chase burst out. He looked at his fathehai disbelieving expression on his face,
getting nothing in return. He followed his motheta the kitchen. “Where is this coming from? Last
week you were all excited. You couldn't wait to @ghe her to the neighborhood.”

Gloria set her plate down on the kitchen coungainig her son with her hands on her hips.
“Well that was before she started acting so suspsi

“Suspicious?”

“You know what | mean. She's at home all the tiare] she always says she doesn't have time
to socialize with anyone. She's expecting a baliwe've never seen her husband! You don't have to
be a detective to know something isn't right.” Garrossed her arms, her long tail swishing back an
forth in agitation. “She's up to something, andh'td want you caught up in it.”

Chase rolled his eyes. “Oh, for God's sake, mom'rgaetting caught up in the gossip. Ellen
isn't 'up to something'. She's just getting a feethe neighborhood. And you and your friends dren
helping things by spreading rumors.” He waved adhetrhis mother, getting agitated himself. “She
isn't even married, so you're looking for somethirigere there's nothing there!”

Chase's father leaned back in his chair, lookinguiph the kitchen doorway. “She's not
married?” he asked, somewhat surprised by theadoel “Where's the father, then?”

Chase covered his eyes with one hand. He knevh#isaid something in anger that he
probably shouldn't have, but it was too late teetakback now. “I don't know. She didn't want tikta
about it, and | didn't press it.”

“So sheis hiding something,” Gloria said.



“Come on, mom, like you've never had anything yand want the whole neighborhood to
know?” Chase said, exasperated. “This is part of iWhft home to go to college. | can't stand theeyw
you ladies all gossip about everyone, even yoenits! Why can't you just let people be?” He stormed
out of the kitchen, the fur on the back of his nesiked up, not even bothering with more than a
passing glance at the astonished expressions gateats' faces. Going up to his third floor bednpo
he quickly stripped off his soiled clothes and wiatd the attached bathroom, turning on the shower
and stepping inside.

As he bathed himself, he realized he hadn't saytharg to his parents about the invitation he'd
extended to Ellen. The way his mother was acting, tloat was probably for the best. He could wait to
drop that little bit of information until it wasaser to the day.

For the next few weeks, Chase and Ellen interawttdincreasing frequency. He found himself
going on morning runs more often, and wheneverithdeld find some reason to stop by Ellen's house
and say hello. Every time she was there with aesamld a glass of sweet tea, or some cookies, or
something like that, and she frequently had sonoeecthat needed doing that would keep him there for
an hour or so. One time he helped her fix a leakanget in the kitchen, and another time he swapt o
the attic for her, something that the cleanersdhingthe previous owners had apparently neglected.
Chase was happy to do the chores for her, andtl&kéeshe was starting to feel more comfortalole i
the neighborhood. She was receiving a few othéiovisbesides Chase now, with some of the younger
families in the surrounding houses coming by tolsalio and share snacks.

Unfortunately, the rumors hadn't stopped, and ytlaing they'd gotten worse. Since Chase had
let slip to his mother that Ellen was unmarriedt thit of information had curiously seemed to mé&e
way around to just about everyone in the neighbmihtt made Chase's blood boil when he overheard
the things that were being said about the doe, sathe of the more outrageous rumors to include that
she had been raped and was carrying the attackéds or that she was a prostitute who had mowed t
run from prosecution. He could have believed then&r if it wasn't for the way Ellen acted and
laughed, and he couldn't believe the latter foccdydhe same reasons. Chase could have asked her,
but she had made it pretty clear that she didaltlilee talking about the matter, and he respettatl
He did wish that she would tell the truth, if omdyput the rumors to rest, but that was her deciaitd
he was sure she would come out with it when sheready.

It wasn't until two and a half weeks later that €h#hought about giving Ellen a call for dinner
at his parents' home. Before he did that, of coheskad to bring it up to his mother and fatherewh

he told them that he was going to invite her olierniext coming Saturday, his mother was dead set



against it. She didn't want Ellen to be in her l@d she was furious that Chase was still spgndin
time at her house after she had made it cleasstit@tidn't approve. Under it all, Chase got theesen
that what she was the most afraid of was whatatiees$ in the neighborhood would say if they knew
that Ellen Powell was at her home. Thankfully, lesband brought her down from her fury. He
pointed out to her that she had been the one td sas okay when Chase said he'd told Ellen toecom
over if she needed anything. He also pointed att@ioria had invited Ellen over herself a few week
prior. Grudgingly, Gloria had to acknowledge thidb&that was true, and she reluctantly consetded
have the new neighbor over for dinner.

Chase was glad that his mother seemed to be seaing reason, but he couldn't help but feel
slightly apprehensive about it. He knew that runeord gossip were central to his mother's life, laad
just hoped that she could keep herself civil longuggh for a dinner to last. He liked to think tehe
could. That Friday evening, Chase dug out the pmomeber that Ellen had given to him and gave her
a call. After a short conversation, the dinner plarere made. Maybe it was just his imagination heut
thought that Ellen was more looking forward to mgvdinner with him than with his parents.

“Is everything good, Ellen?”

Pausing with her fork halfway to her mouth, Ellebhher hand drop slightly, offering a sincere
smile to Gloria Marshall. “It's delicious, thankwdGloria,” she said. “I have to say, I'm impresdad
really not a very good cook, so having a homemaeal ifike this is a real treat.” The doe completed
her fork's journey to her mouth, taking a biteted tvonderfully buttery lima beans that she was
working on.

Ellen had been looking forward to the dinner inwta almost since Chase had first mentioned
it weeks before. Despite her behavior towards awieng with her neighbors up to now, she really did
want to make friends in the neighborhood, and aaugphe first dinner invitation was a step she
should have taken ages ago. When Chase calledh®&d, accepted almost gleefully. He was a
delightful young man, and she had been sure tkgtdrents would be no less welcoming, and she
hadn't been disappointed thus far. When she ranfyaht doorbell, Chase had greeted her at the door
and brought her inside, where she'd met his mathéifather, Gloria and Nathan. They seemed like
decent people, though there was the usual firg-fitters of meeting new people in a significant
manner.

The first thing that they'd done to make Ellen f@elre comfortable was to show her around
their house, which was impressive to her. She hadght her own new house to be rather large, but

theirs was three stories and quite luxurious. Sttediready known from talking to Chase that his



father was a banker, and from the looks of wheeg tived it looked like he was a very successfid.on
The whole time they were walking through the hoarse chatting, her nose was tempted by the scent
of what was cooking downstairs.

Ellen had been a little worried about what they lddae serving, since they were a predator
species, after all, but she was relieved to firad they were serving a vegetarian fare for her tiene
Besides the buttered lima beans, there was roastagdasparagus, fried okra and red peppers, and a
fantastic salad made from field greens, carrogshfrgrated ginger, and a spicy vinegar dressingdSh
only mentioned in passing when Chase called tratss vegetarian, so it was very nice of his mother
to accommodate that. She'd surely had a more @amis menu in mind, in keeping with what they
probably ate on a regular basis. Even if meat Imdyllzeen one dish being served, it might have been
enough to kill her appetite, especially considetimg the nausea with her pregnancy was starting to
get worse lately.

Chase's mother offered a smile of her own. “Thamk fpr saying so. I'll have to try your
cooking sometime to judge for myself, though. Iumesyou're a lot better than you're saying.” Stk to
a bite off her own plate, which was mostly emptyeTneal was starting to wind down, but there had
been the promise made of pound cake for desseithwelieryone was looking forward to.

“Well, maybe,” Ellen said, laughing a bit. “But yonight be disappointed in me.”

“Can't be that bad,” Chase said. “Your sweet tea faatastic, and those cookies the other day
were also great.”

Ellen beamed at him, feeling a wash of warmth ftbencompliment. “I'm glad to hear that. It's
nice to know | have some skill at something, evet'sijust cookies.” She put her fork down, finggh
with an empty plate in front of her. “But | thinloyr mother definitely has me beat, at least.”

Since everyone was finished, Gloria got up fromdexir and collected up all of the dishes,
taking them back to the kitchen. Her husband helmdy taking the leftovers as well, leaving Ellen
and Chase alone for a few minutes. He was sittingsa from her, and she leaned forward to whisper.

“Thank you for inviting me,” the white-tail saidl'fh having a lovely time. Your parents are so
nice!”

Chase gave her an oddly sheepish smile. “Yeahs] wha..| mean, yeah. They are. I'm glad
you're enjoying yourself.” Ellen saw his tail wagibehind him. “I'm glad you could come. It was a
shame, you being cooped up in that house all bysgidiu | hope this means you're going to be aelittl
more outgoing around the neighborhood.”

“I'm sure of it,” Ellen replied, winking at him. ‘& | hope you'll still drop by. I look forward to

our little talks.” She almost laughed when she gawvay that his feline ears pricked forward. She'd



clearly embarrassed him with her flirty commenpessally since his parents could possibly have
overheard.

Before Chase could respond to her, his parents baieinto the room. His mother was
carrying a platter which a cake on it, and Ellerkpd up even more when her sensitive nose detected
the scent of lemon. Lemon pound cake was a paati¢alorite of hers. Nathan came in behind her
with a steaming pot of coffee and four cups. Theyanall served a piece of cake, and everyone also
got a cup of dark coffee, except for Chase. Whamy@ne was settled in, the conversation startel bac
up again.

“So, Chase has told us that you recently found&jd&Nathan asked her.

“Oh, yes,” Ellen said, glancing at Chase. “Ye$bd teaching at Cloverleaf Elementary starting
this fall semester. I'll be teaching second gra@&é placed a hand on her belly. “Of course, dllehto
take it easy for the first few months, while thépand | are settling in, but | can't wait to gatk to
teaching.”

Gloria picked up her cup of coffee. “You taught bat South Carolina, too, didn't you?”

Ellen nodded. “I did. It was fourth grade back thdsut still elementary school kids. | love kids.
They're all so much fun, still innocent and optitcigbout the world.” She took a bite of her slde
cake, making a quiet noise of pleasure at the flalelicious! It's so refreshing to see that sufrt
attitude, especially with all that's bad in the lddr

“So what brought you to Georgia?” Gloria followep with. She sipped at her coffee, and Ellen
saw her eyes boring into her. The elder puma se¢onleel watching her very carefully. “Sounds like
you had things pretty good back where you came.from

Ellen blinked. “Well, it just seemed like the tirfa a move.” She cut another bite of cake from
her slice, moving it to her mouth and chewing siowlying to give the appearance that she was being
thoughtful. Really, she felt that the conversatias starting to move in a direction that she didait
it to go. “I mean, the baby was on the way, anés$wmterested in moving on to better things. The pa
iIs much better here, and | have a bigger housesdtt of a winning situation.”

“That's all?” Gloria pressed her. Her eyes haeiffttEllen's. “No other reason?”

For a long moment after that question, Ellen wia¢ svhat to say. She realized that her mouth
was slightly open, and she quickly closed it sa@so appear rude. But her heart rate had incdease
and she was starting to feel just a little bit sisk of a sudden it felt like everyone was staratgher,
and the atmosphere was beginning to feel somevkeaah interrogation.

“l...I don't...,” Ellen murmured, finding it hard tmeet Gloria's gaze. “I'm not sure what you

mean.” She glanced over at Chase again, feeliegslie needed some help here. He was staring at his



mother, and Ellen could tell from the way thattany fur was beginning to bristle that he hadhesit
been expecting this nor approved of it.

Nathan cleared his throat, looking at his wife &l wWGloria, I'm not sure this is the best-"

Ignoring him, Gloria continued on. “You have todeare of some of the rumors that have been
going around,” she insisted. “People have beemgagli sorts of things about why you moved here. |
mean, you have to admit thatsta little odd for a pregnant woman to move all tay, with no
husband or anything like that. Especially whenaheady has a job and a home of her own.”

“Mom...,” Chase growled, a note of warning in h@oe. She ignored him as well, continuing
to stare Ellen down.

Ellen's eyes widened, and she felt her mouth gile@dry. With her hand shaking slightly, she
picked up her coffee cup and took a big swallowhefsteamy liquid, working a little moisture back
into her mouth. “I...I suppose it is a little odujt | was really just looking for a change of sagnke
don't understand why you're asking. And | don'tlygzay attention to rumors. They're a lot of
nonsense, in my experience.”

“Are they?” Gloria put her cup down, the plate &iag sharply as she did it a little forcefully.
“It's really strange to have a single mother irs thiiea. We're all people who believe in strong liemi
and | don't see how a decent, hard-working womaitdodo the things that you do and think she
belongs here!”

There was a scraping sound of chair legs on hardwloor as Chase stood up. “Mom, cut it
out!” he ordered. He was looking at Ellen with centin his eyes.

“Whatthings?” Ellen burst out. She was looking from &#ia mother to his father, then to
Chase, and finally back to Gloria. A variety of dmps including betrayal, anger, and despair were
going through her head. She was breathing fastefaamter with each passing moment. “I'm an
elementary school teacher, and | grow flowers!r'donderstand what about me you could possibly
think is indecent!”

“Please,” Gloria scoffed. “Decent people who arardrried don't just go and get pregnant.
What was it? Were you sleeping around with randaen™Or are you one of those girls who doesn't
do anything unless the price is right? Everyoneldsss talking about it!”

Ellen felt her breath catch in her throat, and thas$ nothing compared to the lump that was
rising in it. The fork slipped from her fingersattering on the plate that her cake was on. Sheybad
cold, and everything in her head had gone compi&tehk. This was like back home all over again,
except that she had thought that here the people seenice. Chase's mother had been nothing like th

when she had first arrived at the house, but nawsgs accusing her like she was some whore, or



some kind of criminal. Was this what she had beenetly thinking about her the entire time? Did she
agree to have her over just so that she could bstigned like someone accused of a crime?

Ellen looked down at her lap, and a few tears dedgdpom her eyes, soaking into her dress. She
was surprised to find she was crying, althoughcgmainly felt like doing it. When she brought her
head up to look at Gloria again, her lips were gung, but she knew she couldn't do anything about
that. “Is that what you really think of me?” shedsquietly. “You really think I'm that kind of perga?”
Ellen slowly got up from her chair, brushing thargeoff of her cheeks, only to have them replacged b
more. “I'm...I'm sorry, I...I have to go...”

Covering her face, Ellen rushed away from the dyrtable, heading for the front door. Even if
she hadn't been covering most of her eyes, shedwbhlave been able to see much. The doe was
blinded by her emotions, unable to do anything pkberry her way out of the house. She barely even
heard Chase calling out to her as she slammedoihrebethind her and rushed in the direction of her
own home.

Chase watched Ellen flee his parents' house, aharhed on his mother, doing his best to hold
down the rage that was building up inside of hiris kands were balled up into fists, and he was
shaking with anger. He glared at his mother. “Wthatell is the matter with you?”

Gloria looked genuinely taken aback by the outbinesh her son. “What did you say to me?”

“You let me invite her over for dinner, you spehe tvhole evening playing nice with her, and
then you start berating her about being a singlther® Are you fucking serious?” Chase was livid. He
couldn't remember ever being this mad in his efifegespecially not at his mother. She, alonghwit
her gossipy friends, had just gone too far thietifiYou planned this the moment you knew | was
going to invite her over for dinner, didn't you? ®¥mappened to all that talk about being a decent
neighbor? That doesn't apply if someone just happehto conform to your ideas of what life should
be?”

“l...I was just...”

Chase's father stirred. “Chase, you shouldn'tttalfour mother like-"

“And you!” Chase whirled on his father, his taithang the air furiously. “You just sat there and
let her do it! You didn't think for one second thaybe you should step in and stop her? That tags w
probably the worst thing for Ellen right now?” Haved a hand in frustration. “I mean it's not enough
that she's hundreds of miles away from everyoneushd to know, in a new place, with a baby on the
way and nobody to help her with it. She has to detl rumors and prejudice and all of that, tooliYo

couldn't just be nice to her and show her someitadgp?” He leaned towards his mother, his eyes



blazing. “She just ran out in tears because of whatsaid to her! And you had the nerve to sy
wasn't the decent person.”

His parents were both staring at him, wide-eyedcsehwas sure that they'd never seen him get
this worked up about anything before, and he'dagdit never directed anger like this towards them.
Neither of them could respond. They both looked gletely shocked by what he had said to them,
especially Gloria. Disgusted, he turned away fromdinner table, going to the front hall of the $@u
His shoes were sitting near the door, as they alwagre, and he slipped his feet into them, bending
down to lace them up. His mother came around theecgust as he was reaching for the doorknob.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“Where do you think?” Chase growled, not lookindnhat. “I'm going to go apologize to Ellen
for you. Might as well be me, since you probably‘teven think you did anything wrong.” Without
waiting for his mother to respond, he opened tbetfdoor and closed it behind him.

Being late in the evening, it was still hot outsalhough the sun had already gone down. The
streetlights were on, and Chase walked quickly ddvwersidewalk underneath them. A few neighbors
were out there, taking walks, but the puma didpty to them when they offered greetings. He just
kept his eyes straight ahead, making right forr&l&nouse. When he got there, he walked up her
driveway, past the rows of colorful flowers andthp three brick steps to her door. He tried to calm
himself down before he reached a hand up, knockirlge door.

“Ellen?” he called through the door. He didn't igeeany answer, and he put his ear to the door,
listening carefully. He thought that he could heamething faint inside, but he couldn't tell what i
was. “Ms. Powell? Are you in there?”

Though he knew he hadn't been invited inside, Chasedetermined to set things right. So,
tentatively, he tried the doorknob. He found tlmnat tloor was unlocked. Surprised, and a little
concerned, he pushed the door open. Most of thésligere off inside, but he saw a glow coming from
the direction of the living room. Chase steppeddi@shis ears pricked up for any sounds. He catilld s
hear what he'd heard before, but without the démrking it the sound was unmistakeable. It was the
sound of someone crying quietly.

“Ellen?” Chase closed the door behind him and walkéo the living room. The space was lit
by a single, small lamp, and the illumination ibyided was quite dim. However, he could still &2 t
form of the white-tail doe, curled up in a ballle&r couch. She was the source of the crying sounds,
and she was shaking with her face pressed int&rtess. The sight was enough to break anyone's
heart.

Chase went over to the couch, all of the angeisatiother evaporating at the sight of Ellen in



that state. He stood in front of her for a secaorad,sure what he should do, and she didn't redutto
presence. She just huddled there and cried, seBnublivious to anything that was around her. He sa
down on the couch next to her, behind her backcReg out, Chase put laid a hand on her shoulder.
Finally, she realized he was there, and she géittkegump of surprise. Lifting her head up, Ellen
looked back at him. He felt a sharp pang in hisaguhe sight of her green doe eyes brimming with
tears, the fur on her cheeks streaked with them.

“Sorry,” Chase said, feeling like he had to exphlaimy he was there. “The door was open. | just
wanted to see if you were alright.”

Ellen nodded just a little, reaching up and wipiveg cheek with her hand. She gave a sniff,
blinking the tears away from her eyes, though theye soon replenished. She turned around on the
couch, and to Chase's surprise she leaned agamsivhapping her arms around him as she buried her
face in his chest. He was even more flustered hawing the crying woman pressed up against him
like that. Without knowing what else to do, he pigarms around her as well, rubbing her shoulders
she trembled, her tears now soaking into his shirt.

“I'm not a bad person...,” Ellen cried, her voiceisding very small and meek. She shook her
head, her ears nearly flat to her skull. “I'm nbn. not...”

“l know,” Chase said, trying to soothe the oldemwam. He brushed her back through her dress.
“You're probably one of the nicest people | knowy Mother had no right to say any of those things.”
The puma leaned her back from him, looking heh@dyes. “I'm sorry for everything she said.”

“It's not your fault,” Ellen said. “Don't apologider her. You didn't say any of those things. You
tried to stop her. You had no idea she was goirdptthat.”

Chase bit his lip, turning his eyes up to the ngili‘l...sorta did,” he admitted. He forced
himself to look back at Ellen. “She didn't want yioucome to dinner. She's one of the most gossipy
women in this neighborhood. | was hoping she'dlte @ keep civil for one evening, but...”

“It's still not your fault,” the doe insisted. Sheiffed again, and he saw her force a tiny smile.
“You stood up for me. Nobody's ever done that eefoBhe wrapped her arms around him tighter,
resting her head on his shoulder. “Thank you.”

Chase managed to smile back. “You're welcome, $gut least you got a decent meal out of
it.” Her watery laugh was like music to his ear®. put his hand on her head, coaxing her doeish ears
back up. “I don't believe a word of any of thosmaus. | just want you to know that.”

Ellen was quiet for a minute or so after he saad.tBhe kept her head on his shoulder, her arms
still around him, and Chase was almost certainghathad drifted off to sleep before she spokenagai

“Do you want to know why | really left home? Whgame here?”



Tamping down his curiosity, and his immediate imstito just blurt out “Yes!”, Chase shook his
head. “You don't have to tell me,” he said. “lts/musly something you don't like thinking about. |
don't need to know.”

“It's okay,” Ellen assured him. She sat up, talandeep breath and letting it out. “It's time | told
someone. | can't keep it bottled up anymore otelr me apart.” The doe swung her legs off of the
couch, sitting back against the cushions. “I'mtahrsty, though. All this crying...Would you mind
getting me a glass of water, first?”

“Sure.” Chase got up from the couch, going to hhlen and rummaging around for a glass in
her cupboards. He filled the glass from the taplaodght it back into the living room, handingat t
her. He waited as Ellen took a few long gulps,dray half of the glass quickly.

“Thanks.” Ellen set the glass down on the coffddetan front of the couch. “You already know
| was a teacher back where | came from. That'seadly important to the beginning of the story. |
guess it all started because gardening is my hatange as that might sound.” She smiled. “Thd yar
at my house in South Carolina was even bigger thigrone, and pretty much every chance | got I'd
work on filling it up with flowers and ornamentdblpts. | probably spent a lot more money than |
should have at the local garden shop, but | coulatp it. They always had something new to add to
my garden.” She sighed quietly. “That was wherest Daniel.”

“Daniel?” Chase asked. “Is he...Well, is he th&éap”

Ellen nodded, looking over at the puma seated toetxér. “Yes.” She laid a hand on her
swollen belly. “He's the father. A white-talil likee.” She smiled faintly. “I met him at the gardéiog
while | was buying some vegetable seeds. Danielpicksng up a new blade for a weed eater...or
something like that. | don't really remember. | ggié& doesn't matter.” She got a nostalgic looken
face. “That was two years ago, now. | can remerhbeias clear as day, of course. He was so
handsome...| was attracted to him right away. He aveew years older than me. We got to talking, jus
standing in the aisle of the store. We must hawadtet for an hour that first time, we really hioft.

He was a businessman...kind of like your fathegdpose. By the time we finished talking and made
our own purchases, he had my phone number andhibdcEllen managed to giggle a bit. “I don't
think | waited more than ten minutes after | goteobefore | called him for a date.”

“He must have made an impression.”

“I'll say he did,” Ellen agreed. “I was head oveels right from the start. We saw each other
twice in the first week alone. | remember everyedatperfect detail. Every kiss, every...ah...” She
stopped for a second, and Chase saw her ears iggiwverembarrassment. “Well, ah, | remember it all

very well. He liked to take me to expensive resats, and we even went away on trips together a few



times. Eventually he was spending nights at myeylago, even three times a week. | was so in love
with him...”

Ellen looked down at the floor, and Chase couldtedears starting in her eyes again. He still
couldn't see what was so bad about her past, bodgined that the story couldn't be as rosy as she
had told it thus far. Probably the worst was yetdme. He wanted to prompt her to continue speaking
but he didn't want to push her too hard. So he hisldongue and waited for her to gather hersatl, a
eventually she began to talk again.

“Well, he and I tried to be careful, but as you sae | got pregnant eventually. | tried to keep it
a secret as long as | could, but of course he emtichen things got a little obvious. | didn't rgadare
all that much. We loved each other, and | was tethat once he knew, he'd ask me to marry him. At
least that's what | thought...” Ellen's lower liprhbled. “The day | told him | was going to have th
baby, that's when | found out...I found out...” Sirightened up and turned to Chase. The teaes wer
streaming down her cheeks all over again, andahg faunched herself against him, sobbing without
restraint. “Oh, God, Chase. He was already married!

“No...,” Chase breathed. “You're kidding.” He heldto Ellen tight as she cried, stroking her
back in what he hoped was a comforting mannerdh'dseem to help this time, so distraught she was
Chase could tell that the emotions were still rantfer, even separated by months of time and rofles
distance.

Ellen shook her head, choking out her words. “Hente on for two years. He loved me, |
really, truly think he did, but he lied to me far lwng.” She gave a loud sniff, gasping for bredtte
took off his wedding ring every time we went outadate. Whenever we were together, he'd been
telling his wife he was away for business. | nesespected a thing. How could I? | was in love.”

“You couldn't have known,” Chase said. “I| mearhéfnever said anything...”

“l was a stupid girl,” Ellen mumbled. “When | loddack on it, there were signs. | just chose to
ignore them because | thought he was the one.Wgbed her face with the back of her hand. “Well,
when he found out | was keeping the baby, thatthea®nd of it. He stopped answering my calls, and
he refused to see me anymore. | didn't know whebtd was scared, with a baby on the way, antt | fe
like | needed help. | at least wanted the chil@rtow their father. So | did probably the dumbesgtdHh
could have done.”

“What's that?”

The white-tail doe took a few deep breaths. “I wiertiis wife. | figured out where she worked,
and | went to talk to her. | thought she'd underdtany situation, or be sympathetic, or somethikg li

that. Of course it didn't work out that way. Shesviiarious at her husband, and at me. She callea me



homewrecker, and a whore, and things that werewstnd times worse than that.” Ellen choked back
another sob. “It didn't help that she turned outdaa city councilwoman. That's when the gossip and
rumors began to spread. | guess | can't blameobantich. | was the other woman, even if | hadn't
meant to be. She had every right to be angry wighbat what made it worse was that Daniel sided
with her. Instead of doing the right thing, he céetgly disowned me, and what's more he said | was
lying about him being the father. He started tgll@veryone that | was some spurned woman who was
trying to get a payday by forcing a rich man to f@ayher child. It was as bad as calling me thertow
slut, and who was everyone supposed to believe?eldpected politician and her businessman
husband, or the stupid woman who had a child oweaflock?”

Chase felt himself growing angry all over againcéh't believe he'd do that to you. The mother
of his child?”

“He was looking out for himself, and his wife's wégation. | can't say for sure that | wouldn't do
the same thing if | was him.” Ellen picked up heater glass, taking another long drink from it. “Tha
why | had to leave. | couldn't stand being the tganah anymore. | needed a fresh start, and
someplace where | could raise my baby without asylarowing my past. | guess | accomplished that
part, but you can't really stop people from makipgheir own truths...”

Chase didn't know what to think now. Even thoughkl Inever believed any of them, he was
relieved to know that none of the rumors aboutrEllere true. Even so, the story was one that didn't
present her in the best light, though what had éaeg@ could hardly be called her fault. He defigitel
couldn't blame her for wanting to keep somethikg that a secret from everyone.

Ellen let out a long sigh, sniffed, and dried hggs “Ahh...” Chase was surprised to see her talil
wagging slightly. “I have to say, it does feel saah better to finally tell that to someone. Thaokiy
for listening.” She rested her head back agairesttuch, looking at him. “So, what do you think of
me now that you know the truth?”

It took him a few minutes to think of what to saytter. Chase was still processing everything
that he had learned from her this evening, butdtetb admit that he was impressed by how she had
been willing to be open with him about her past.ditk't know if he could have told a story like tha
and managed to get all the way through it.

“What do | think of you?” Chase repeated back to He put his arm across the back of the
couch, draping his furred hand over her shouldéu're still the nicest person that I've ever naeg |
think that you're also probably the bravest petdarow.”

“Brave?” The doe gave him a confused expressiodofi't know about brave. | ran away.

Instead of facing up to what | had done, | movedyWwom it. How can you call me brave?”



“You're bravebecause/ou ran away, Ellen,” Chase said. He could tedt ghe still didn't
believe him, so he explained further. “You hadla @nd a home, and everyone that you knew back in
South Carolina, but you knew you couldn't live thand raise a child with all of the criticism and
prejudice you were facing. You did what was bestfour baby, even though it meant uprooting and
leaving everything behind. You took a risk, prolyatisking everything, in the hope that you couldayi
your child a better life.” He squeezed her shoult@iErat's what makes you brave. You were willing to
do whatever it took for the sake of your familyh&se grinned, showing off his predator's teethit “If
didn't sound so weird coming from someone twiceryage, I'd say | was proud of you. But yeah.
That's what I think of you.”

Ellen stared at him, her doe eyes shining in e irom the living room lamp. Chase couldn't
decipher her expression, but he knew that whatldeshid made an impact on her. She was no longer
crying and what tears were left in her eyes drippatg not to be replaced. Then her cervine facelglo
spread into a smile. She reached up with one raghing her palm against his cheek. “I think that's
the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me...”

Before Chase knew what was happening, Ellen hacetchber hand to the back of his head,
pulling him down until his lips met hers. His eygent wide as she kissed him insistently, not having
expected this outcome at all. But after a few bmeiments of uncertainty, he relaxed against her,
wrapping his arms around her back and pulling hegecto him. She lifted her legs around, sweeping
them up and over his knees until she was sittingistap. She was much lighter than he would have
expected. Chase felt his heart beating rapidlysrchest, a surge of excitement going through bdyb
as the older woman kissed him. Her face was stithpl from her tears, and she smelled faintly of
whatever flowery perfume it was that she favordtiofkher senses, however, were secondary to the
sensation of her tongue playing against his ligeliRg a thrill welling up inside, he let his moupen
just a little, and Ellen's tongue slipped insidégase his own. She felt so nice against him, bdy b
warm and soft against his harder, muscled formughahis wasn't his first kiss, it still felt likee
hadn't known until now what a kiss could be like.

When Ellen leaned back from him, Chase didn't lEmwewords, but he knew that he didn't
have to say anything. The way that they were lopkineach other was clearly enough for the both of
them. Smiling warmly at him, Ellen moved her hamdlbto his cheek, stroking a thumb over the
golden tan and white fur of his muzzle.

“Such a sweet boy...,” she whispered. She pressetand against him, turning his head
slightly to the side, as though she was inspedting “No, not just a boy.” With a sigh of contentnie
Ellen laid her head down on his shoulder agaimflyrkissing his neck.



Chase closed his eyes, resting against the coubhtive comforting weight of the woman in his
lap. He couldn't be upset anymore, not even ihfosher herself was to walk into the room right now
and start up her tirade again. For the first tims &vening, things felt just the way that theystide.
He rubbed Ellen's back, and he was surprised tzeghat he was even purring a little. Other than
that, however, the house was completely silentnThaeter some time of this wonderful stillness ehll
spoke up again.

“Chase?” she murmured against his neck. Her vaoeded different, an undercurrent of
anticipation in her normally tranquil tone. “Takero bed...”

Ellen watched Chase's reaction as she said thoskswamhim. She saw his eyes shoot open,
and he twisted his head so that he could look aiStee could see the same excitement in his
expression that she felt inside of her right at thament. Ellen almost couldn't believe that she ha
even said it, but they were the words she had masted to say. She stared deep into the puma'’s eyes
which were shining in the illumination of the welakng room lamp. In them she saw desire at just th
same intensity that she was feeling, but she @asoapprehension. Ellen knew that right now he'd be
afraid of taking advantage of her at a weak momneerd, maybe there was a little bit of something to
that worry, but Ellen thought that she knew exaathat she wanted right now. And she very much
hoped that Chase could give that to her.

“Are you sure?” he asked her, a bit of a growl imVoice. The sound excited Ellen, and made
her heart beat faster. She imagined it to be thadof a predator watching his prey, though shevkne
Chase was nobody to fear. “You know it will bealker the neighborhood if I don't make it home
tonight.”

“I've never been more sure,” Ellen said to him. Bheshed her hand over the top of his head,
flattening his feline ears for a moment. She caadse the emotion welling up inside of her once
more, but she willed herself not to cry, thoughteeas would be for an entirely different reasas th
time. “Whether it means anything or not, and € jtist for one night, |1 don't care. And I'm tirefd o
worrying what anyone else thinks. | just want tchb@py. Take me to bed.”

Chase looked over her face carefully for a longleytand then he smiled at her. Leaning down,
he captured her lips with his once more, kissingju as deeply as she had kissed him before. Then
he hooked one arm underneath her legs, keepiraghes behind her back, and he stood up from the
couch. Ellen felt her heart leap into her throahadifted her like she weighed nothing at all. Sleél
him around the back of the neck, her head restyagnat his chest as he carried her towards thes stai

“To the left at the top, all the way at the endha# hall,” Ellen instructed him. The puma turned



the way she told him once he got to the top steg e walked to the end of the second floor hallway
Her bedroom door was slightly ajar, and he turmetihé side to nudge it open with his shoulder. She
looked inside once the door was open, seeing hatida circle bed in the center of the room.
Moonlight from outside was shining down through shglight, bathing the bed in a shimmery glow.

“It's pretty in here,” Chase remarked. He steppstde the room, and Ellen released her hold
around his neck as he lowered her to her feet@fidbr. He turned her so that she was facing away
from him, towards the bed with her back almost agjatis chest.

“Thank you,” Ellen breathed, feeling a shiver as Bkard the faint rasp of the zipper at the
back of her dress being lowered. The doe loweredimas to her sides, and Chase placed his hands on
her shoulders, pushing the dress off and lettifigllito pool at her feet. As his arms came undatime
hers to hug her around her pregnant stomach, slobed back, holding his waist. Ellen tilted herchea
back, her eyes closing as the young puma'’s habtieduthe white fur on her belly. A quiet whimper of
need escaped her lips. Chase responded by mowrmahds up to cup her heavy breasts, and he began
trying to figure out the front clasp on her braeBlquickly took his hands in hers, guiding himotingh
it, and in short order the hooks were undone andtzewas off.

She felt a wave of embarrassment as her breagiedadittle, too big for her frame due to how
they'd grown in her pregnancy. For a moment Ellad the urge to push his hands away, but he seemed
to sense how she felt right at that moment. Chakkduach breast in the palm of one hand, squeezing
the sensitive furry orbs as he bent his head dowlrkessed her neck tenderly. He whispered into her
ear, “Beautiful.” Her heart fluttered and her fdek warm when she heard that.

“Flatterer,” Ellen whispered back, but her browrdamhite tail was waggling back and forth
like mad. She felt pressure at the small of hekpard she allowed Chase to urge her forward tosvard
the bed. When they reached the edge, he turneattwnd to face him, and then gently pushed her
down onto it. She was guided onto her back unélwhs laying down on the soft surface of the bed,
looking over her belly at him standing at her fédken saw his eyes moving up and down her body, as
he took in the sight of the front of her body, c@ekin a layer of downy white fur. She wished haldo
have seen her as she normally looked, without bgiagnant...But perhaps there was hope for that,
yet. Either way, the way that his eyes had litald ter that he really did think she was beautiful.

She saw him lick his lips, and then he sank dowmgdnees at her feet, passing out of her
view. For a second, Ellen wondered what he wa®puartd then she felt his fingers hook into the
waistband of her panties. Understanding, she lifidrear up, letting him pull the undergarmentrove
her hips and down her legs. She felt another flaitéer heart as she was completely naked befare h

now. That flutter increased when his hands camenséth her knees, lifting them up and apart as he



spread her legs. Ellen knew that she was alreatlyand she knew that his keen feline sense of smell
would be able to detect her scent. She knew whaatelanned, but it came as a surprise to her when
he tossed aside all sense of subtlety and burgethtizzle in her pussy.

“Oh, God!” the doe gasped, her back arching umimatant as she felt his tongue lap hard
against her sensitive nether lips. Ellen's hands ébwn between her legs, resting on the top of his
head as he began to lick furiously at her. Shedttiutemember ever feeling anything like this befor
in her life. His tongue was rough, much roughentslae'd been able to sense when he kissed her. He
was like an animal, going as hard as he could @pbesy, though for now he only licked at the outer
parts of her sex. She was gasping for breath almsediately, the ferocity of his assault on hercimu
more intense than she had expected.

Ellen clutched at the feline's ears, biting herdolip to keep from screaming and alerting the
whole neighborhood to what was going on in her haGtese growled, and he moved his hands to
slide underneath her rump, cupping it in his paldsng his grip on her, her pulled her tighter agai
his face, and his tongue slipped inside of herfistato lap around at her inner walls. Ellen realid
scream then, her voice shrill as Chase pleasuneditiehis mouth. Her hips were bucking against his
muzzle, the sensation becoming overpowering intsirder. He seemed to know just how to touch her,
to tease her and coax out her pleasure in jusigheways.

He was the best. The best, she was sure, thatehex'dhad. Ellen spread her legs wider,
pushing down on the top of his head. The youngéde mesponded just as she hoped he would, pressing
his tongue deeper into her body. She gritted reghtalmost painfully, the muscles in her jaw thriolgb
in protest. Before she was finished enjoying ifpbe she even really wanted to, she gave a guttural
moan and felt herself begin to cum. Ellen tossedkad back against the bed, her deerish ears going
flat to her head as her climax washed over herhaze of bliss. All the while his tongue never gteg,
continuing to slurp around inside of her pussytrighthe very end.

Chase lifted his head up as he felt Ellen go limpis hands. Licking his lips, savoring the
flavor of her moisture clinging to the inside ofmouth, he looked down her body to her face. Sige h
an expression of pure bliss on her gentle cengatufes, and her full breasts were heaving with
exertion. For a moment the puma was a little wdrtieat he had overexerted her, but then Ellen ldoke
to him with a smile.

“That wasn't your first time,” Ellen managed to sayhim. She gave him a wink, lifting herself
up on her elbows to gaze contentedly at him. Hegrald eyes were half-lidded, and she looked almost

ready to pass out, but even as he watched heeeheesl to regain some of her energy.



“All | said was | never had a steady girlfriend,h&e reminded her. He got up from his knees,
standing to his full height. “I never said | didhdve any experience.”

“I should have been paying better attention to ¥&llen chided herself. She lifted a hand,
crooking one finger. “I think it's time you joinede down here. But you're going to need to getfria o
few things, first.”

Chase was way ahead of her. The puma pulled hisashirevealing his upper torso to Ellen.
He saw hunger flash across her face as she tabk isight of his muscled chest and tight abs. Chase
had never considered himself a bodybuilder or angthlose to that, but he was in as good shape as a
nineteen-year-old college student could be. Theurieittoned and unzipped his jeans, pulling them
down his legs along with his underwear. Ellen letker lips when she got a look below his waist. His
cock was standing proudly out from his body, thackl dull pink in color. Thin rows of small, fleshy
barbs lined his length. His whole front was covaredhite fur, different from the golden tan of his
back, not unlike the fur that Ellen herself had.

“God, you're gorgeous...,” Ellen said, her voice lnd husky with desire. “Come here...”

Moving forward, Chase climbed onto the bed besite Right now, she seemed like the most
beautiful thing in the world to him. He felt nensgywanting to be the best that he could for her,
especially since she was older and more experietitedvanted to impress her. Leaning down, he
kissed her again, and she moaned, wrapping heramonad his back and pulling him to her. His hard
chest pressed against her breasts, soft and ygelasnhe slipped his tongue into her mouth. He
wondered if she could taste herself on his lips.

Then Ellen placed a hand on his chest, pushingdaick a little bit. He looked into her eyes,
confused, but she gave him a comforting smile. ‘neyour back. It'll be easier for me this way.”
Chase did as she asked him, and she slid out e¥dlieso that he could lay his head on the pillows,
lying across the middle of the bed. The pregnaetaimbed on top of him, straddling his waist. He
felt a thrill in his chest, knowing what was abtmthappen. Chase sucked in a quiet breath as she
reached down and took his cock in her hand, stgokim up and down several times. Then she lifted
her rear up, placing his cock at the entrance te&e. He felt her warm wetness kissing the heddsof
member, and then Ellen took her hand away. Thely mtaned together as she gently lowered herself
down, his full length sliding all the way up insideher pussy until their hips were connected.

“Wow...,” Chase breathed. His hands came up tohtalie front of her belly, sliding around
until they were on her waist. She was gripping hghtly like a snug glove, feeling just perfect anal
his cock. Chase found it a bit difficult not to cuight away. He looked up at Ellen, and saw that sh

was shivering, her face screwed up in intense pteass she hugged her arms around herself.



“You're big,” Ellen said. She lifted her hips upwsly, and then pushed herself back down,
experimenting. “Oh, God...Those barbs...Oh, itdesl...different...”

“A good different, | hope,” Chase said. He pushedhips up, making her give a little squeak of
delight, and he grinned. Ellen leaned forward,breasts swaying over his chest, and she placed her
hands on the bed on either side of him.

“Oh, so good,” she agreed. She bent her head dodikiased him, then she straightened back
up and smiled. “Just let me do all the work, Ché#lsein a delicate state right now, after all. Don'
worry...I'll take good care of you.” She gave hinother one of her little winks.

In the position he was in, Chase wasn't able tmdoh more than grin and nod his head.
“Whatever you say, Ellen.” He took her hands in leting her steady herself against the strength i
his arms. Then she began to move, rocking her badl¢ and forth with his cock buried deep inside of
her. The way that she was moving, he stayed alallogte way inside, never moving much in and out,
but the way that his member stirred inside of heras rubbing all around her inner passage. He kept
his eyes on her expression, watching her as sleehioal Her eyes had drifted closed, but he coulld st
see the reactions to the sensation of their lovamygidaying across her face. Chase knew that the
fleshy barbs on his cock, designed for anothenéetiut clearly still wonderful for her, would be
teasing and tugging on her pussy.

Chase found it an entirely foreign experience théeng sex with a pregnant woman. Ellen
was very gentle and gradual with her movementsns®ggto be taking her time, never going quickly.
At the same time, everything that she did seeméxe tdesigned to maximize his pleasure just as much
as hers. The puma soon found himself giving &lititban every time she rocked her hips. Her pussy
was holding him like a vice, squeezing around biskas though she was trying to milk him.
Whenever he made a particularly intense sound mfoaal, he saw a smile tug at the corners of her
mouth. It was almost as though she was more ergdyi@ fact thahe was enjoying her body. In the
back of his head, he wondered if she found thisessont of validation of her own womanhood, that
she could be desirable even in the state that sise w

Though Chase eventually began to feel the urgpdedthings up, he kept himself still, letting
Ellen keep control of matters and go at her owrep&be only concession he made to his own instincts
was little, barely noticeable thrusts upward evwane she pushed down on his cock, forcing himself
just that much deeper into her. Every time he didtssent an acute jolt of pleasure along histleng
He could hear both his and Ellen's breathing grgiauder and more rapid, in sync with each other
while they made love to each other. While his caels just begging to go over the edge, he fought to

hold himself back. He wanted to cum at the same #asher, to reach his final peak along with Ellen



so that they could share the most intense momahtdbers may have with each other.

Fortunately for him, Ellen did not make him wait chdonger after that. He heard her give a
little gasp, and there was a slight pause in harem@nt. Then she hunched over, her body tensing up
and starting to shake. He felt her pussy clamp dewvam tighter on his cock, rippling along his ldngt
as she began to cum for the second time. Thahtgldt Chase knew that it was time to let go. He
moved his hands away from the doe's, placing themmeo hips. Taking control for the first time, he
pushed her down on his cock, lifting his hips uthve deep moan as he came with her. He saw her
eyes open just barely as he started to cum ingitlerpthick streams of his feline seed coating her
insides. He quickly filled her up, the heat of &&mnen bathing his member, some of it beginning to
leak out between the two of them, the fur betwéeir iegs matting with the sticky mixture of their
fluids. They played off of each other, drawing eatiers' pleasure out, all in one long, intense g1@m
of passion driven by their need for one another.

It could have been ten minutes later, or it cowldenbeen several hours later, Ellen wasn't quite
sure. All she knew was that her eyes had slowlyecopen, and she was resting on her side. Chase's
arm was over her, around her stomach, holding &ek brmly against his chest. His long puma tail
was wrapped among her legs, curling around theendikurry blanket. Ellen could feel a low, almost
inaudible purr thrumming through his chest. It lb@@&n a long time since she had felt this contented,
this womanly. She pressed back against him, wamdifigel all of his warmth on her body.

“Are you awake?” Ellen asked, her voice barely luthan a whisper.

Chase nuzzled at the top of her head, the fur ®cheeks tickling her ears. “Yeah. It's weird
how | can feel so tired, but not want to go to gldavant this moment to last forever, and if 1tgo
sleep, I'll miss it.”

Her heart nearly melted when she heard those wbedsuse they summed up her feelings
exactly. “Oh, Chase...Thank you for that. You hawdadea...” She felt a catch in her throat, and she
swallowed past it. “I just needed that. You turmetrrible evening into something special. | den&r
want to forget tonight.”

After that they laid together in silence, just gmjg each others' presence. They could hear
crickets outside in the warm night, and the brigiobnlight streaming in through the windows
provided the perfect mood. Everything seemed Justitay it should be. Chase's hand was stroking
idly at the fur on her stomach, and every now dueah tEllen could feel a slight movement of the baby
inside of her. Perhaps he or she had been awakgn&tiat had just happened. She tried to will her
child to go back to sleep, silently telling it trabmmy was sorry for the disturbance.



A few minutes later, when she thought that Chagghtrhave fallen asleep, she spoke up again.
“Chase...I have a small problem...”

His sleepy voice came back in a reply. “What's,tBden?”

She hesitated, almost afraid to put words to hairfgs. “I think...I think | might be...falling in
love with you...” Ellen closed her eyes again, edasf what his reaction might be. “But I'm not sufe

Chase waited a long time in his response. Wheimha#yf did, he tightened his grip on Ellen,
and he pressed his lips to the top of her heakimsdd her there. “Well, we've got the whole réshe
summer for you to figure that out,” he said to lé.craned his head over her, and she lifted hete u
meet his lips for a kiss. “Just make me a promgleatever you decide, don't you ever stop letting me
come over for those cookies and sweet tea. Thassdly couldn't do without.”

Ellen laughed, swatting up lightly at his face watlie hand. In that moment, she felt like she
might already know. “It's a promise.”
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“A'woman has got to love a bad man once or twideenlife, to be thankful for a good one.”
- Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings



