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Nate

Ten years ago

Loud bass pumped through the air, pouring out of the speakers of the old portable radio someone had likely dug out of their parent’s garage and placed on a nearby fallen log. Nate had no idea what song was playing, only that he didn’t really care for it. Then again, he hadn’t cared for many of the same things his peers did. He was more like the responsible adult among the band of wily teens that had partying on the brain. Nate had always kept his eyes on the prize. For him, that meant doing everything he could for the town he grew up in, the town he loved and could see becoming even greater than it already was. Nate had spent the better part of the last four years working toward being a visionary and would spend the next four years in college doing the same. That wouldn’t happen if he let himself get distracted. Even knowing this, as he wound his way through the throng of revelers that had wandered into the woods for a graduation celebration, Nate looked around for the one person he knew he should stay away from.

Lottie Adams was always around, always there to needle him, one-upping Nate so effortlessly when he put in so much hard work to get where he was all while tempting him with her flirtations. It had been that way all throughout high school, the two of them rivals for just about every position in the spotlight. Lottie was the VP to Nate’s Student Council President, the co-editor of the school newspaper and yearbook with him, and even the captain of the spirit squad, there at every one of his baseball games to cheer on the team. No matter where he went, she was always there: smart, beautiful, and irritating as hell.

Despite Nate’s annoyance with her, Lottie also seemed to be the one person he could never fully get out of his head. When they weren’t bickering over which editorial was better suited for their fall issue, which decorations would work best at the Homecoming dance, or whether or not a spirit squad was entirely necessary at a baseball game that had less than one hundred people in attendance, they actually worked fairly well together. Something about Lottie’s endless optimism and ability to befriend anyone paired well with Nate’s blind idealism and ambition in a way that actually got things done. They may disagree on the way to get there, but the end result was always spectacular. 

Sometime over the last four years, her irritating presence had actually become something Nate counted on, even looked forward to at times when he felt like no one understood him or what he wanted for the future. Lottie forced him to work harder, to see things from another point of view when he normally believed the best perspective was his own. Somewhere between their junior year when they’d fought over spirit day assignments and now, Nate’s annoyance with her had turned into something else entirely, and it scared the shit out of him.

Every night they’d spent putting the school paper to bed, Nate had thought of nothing else but pulling Lottie into the darkroom and kissing her soundly. When they had decorated the school gym, he’d wanted to ask her to go to the dance with him, only to chicken out at the last minute. And when she’d been at his baseball games, her bright smile more exciting to him than anything happening out on the field, he’d wanted to hit a home run every at bat just to impress her. It was strange and confusing, the feeling of being provoked by someone and enjoying it at the same time. It only ever happened with Lottie, and even though Nate knew he should leave well enough alone and stay as far away from her as possible, he found himself searching her out all the same.

As he passed the bonfire, red and orange flames licking at the night sky, Nate finally came upon her. Lottie was exactly where he should have known she would be, holding court with any number of people from all different groups. Whether they be a jock, a theater geek, or a band nerd, everyone flocked to the vivacious woman and spilled whatever secrets they had as readily as they drew breath. Lottie had this incredible way of getting people to open up to her, something else Nate had always been leery of lest she get the one secret out of him he couldn’t bear to part with. 

When she noticed his presence, Lottie smiled up at him, the action lighting up her entire face more than the fire in front of them ever could. She was gorgeous. “I hate to say ‘I told you so,’ but even you have to admit that these woods were the best place to have our grad celebration.”

Nate tried to hide the smile that threatened to break out across his face. “You love to say ‘I told you so.’ At least to me.” He nodded toward a group of their peers who were currently playing with fireworks. “And, I still maintain that this was a terrible idea.”

Lottie shrugged, the thin material of her sweater slipping down and exposing more of her shoulder. Nate was mesmerized by the sight of the orange hue of the fire reflecting off her creamy skin. His mouth watered and his mind went blank of any thought other than just how damn gorgeous she was. 

“You always say my ideas are terrible and yet, somehow they always work out for the best.” She beamed at him, her bright smile piercing his heart like an arrow, though it wavered slightly the longer she stared at him and he said nothing. “What? No retort? I thought you enjoyed our witty repartee as much as I did.”

Nate continued to stare at her, drinking her in as he often did when she wasn’t paying attention, and even though a part of him knew he should turn and walk away, he couldn’t stop himself from holding his hand out for her. Nate stood silently, patiently for the first time in his life. He had always been full speed ahead with everything, but not with this. After nodding her goodbyes to the people surrounding her, Lottie put her hand in his without question. Nate had no idea when he’d made the decision to take her back to the farm he’d grown up on that was adjacent to the party, only that he needed to be with her in that moment more than he’d needed anything else in life. 

As they walked back through the woods that gave way to the apple orchard, Lottie finally spoke up. “Where are we going, Nathan?” She chuckled, the sound filling his heart with joy as it often had lately. “I know my beating you for best hair in the yearbook was upsetting, but you’re not dragging me out here to bury me alive or something, are you?”

Nate smiled, loving the sass in her voice and the husky tone that came out when she teased him. He also loved that she called him by his full name when no one else did. Even his mother rarely used it, and Nate liked that it was something unique to Lottie. More than the name though was the way she spoke it, making it sound like an invocation passing over her lips, and he couldn’t wait to hear it again. 

“You’d be right to think that since you’ve been driving me crazy every day for the last four years.” He shot a wry smile her way, enjoying the way her hair stirred slightly in the breeze.

Lottie chuckled again, unbothered by the effect she had on him. “It will be another four too since we’re both going to U-Dub.”

Nate groaned lightly, eliciting another light laugh from Lottie. “Don’t remind me.” In truth, he was excited to see her around campus, maybe even take some of the same classes together, but admitting that would put an end to the flirty banter between them, and he loved it too much. Pulling her into one of the outbuildings used for storage, Nate walked them up the steps to the loft where he sometimes came to think. “I’m not sure I can take another four years of you.”

When he turned to Lottie, her face was serene despite his words. There had been little heat in them, for as much as he’d come to dread her presence and the swirl of perplexing emotions it stirred within him, Nate had also found himself wanting to immerse himself in everything having to do with her as well. She was a siren, and he wanted to follow her song out to the deepest part of the ocean and drown as long as she was the one pulling him under the waves.

“I think you can take a lot more than that.” Her voice was breathy, her hand trembling slightly in his as he gripped it tightly. “I want you to take more than that.”

Nate gazed into her eyes that looked nearly obsidian in the dark of the loft before nodding, agreeing with her silent request and finally giving into the want that had been building between them over the years. Leading her over to a makeshift bed that was nothing more than a flannel blanket atop a pile of straw, Nate laid Lottie down on top of it, hovering above for a moment to take in the sight of her. She was gorgeous as always, but the way she looked at him with such adoration and devotion made his breath catch in his lungs. Allowing himself a moment to mentally photograph what he would remember for the rest of his life, Nate finally brushed his lips against hers. 

The touch was so good, so much better than his unimaginative brain could have ever come up with. Her lips were soft and plush, warm and wet, and everything he wanted them to be. Licking his way into her mouth, Nate tasted her for the first time, the sweet flavor of her bursting onto his tongue and making a permanent home in his memory. They continued to explore one another, and eventually their clothes joined the empty apple crates on the ground. With nothing between them, they started to move together as one despite neither of them having done this before. Nate always wondered who he would lose his virginity to, and yet somehow he also always knew it would be Lottie. How could it not be when they were always thrown together so completely? It was poetic in a way, that the one person who occupied so much space in his brain should be the first one to experience his body as well. 

Nate smiled at the fanciful thought, his teeth grazing the edge of her mouth as he moved inside her, and then everything else slipped away. Time no longer existed, the loft they were in was nothing more than a blurry rendering of a place he’d once known, and the world outside of it no longer mattered. Nothing mattered except for Lottie, and as Nate continued to lose himself in her, the bone-deep knowledge that nothing else would ever matter as long as he was with her settled inside him. The world could burn and he would let the flame and ash consume everything and everyone around him as long as he had her.

A single tear tracked down his face as Nate made love to her for what would be the first and only time in his life. Lottie was everything he could have ever wanted in another person, but he couldn’t keep her. The love he felt in that moment was too much, too all-consuming that he knew if he let himself, he would forget everything else that mattered to him in favor of pleasing her. Nate knew that one day his desire to be something great, his ambitions would cost him something, he just didn’t realize it would be her. 

When Lottie cried out into the night, Nate pressed his lips to hers and swallowed it whole, needing to keep it for himself and no one else. If he could only be with her once, he wanted to take with him everything he could, shove it deep into his heart where no one, not even he could find it. Not wanting it to end but not able to hold back any longer, Nate finally gave into the pressure that had built inside him, his body shuddering as his heart cracked right down the center before splitting into two pieces. 

“Charlotte,” he whispered. His forehead rested against hers as he stayed in the moment for as long as he dared allow himself.

Time began again and the world came back into focus, but when Nate finally opened his eyes to gaze down at Lottie, what he saw broke those two pieces into four, and then into exponentially smaller pieces after that. She looked up at him like he was the answer to every question she would ever have, and it killed him to not be able to be that for her. The emotion must have shown on his face because soon her own expression shuttered and fell. 

Lottie reached up and cupped his cheek, her thumb gathering the tear that had deigned to fall down his face without his permission. “We’re not doing this again, are we?” Nate gulped, and shook his head. Sniffling, Lottie sat up and started to dress. Nate found himself reaching out for her while she was turned away, only to withdraw his hand once she was fully clothed and turning back to him one last time. “We could have been really good together, you know? You’re always in your head, Nathan. You should try staying in your heart for a little while.”

Nate had never been good at listening to his heart. His head always won out, and he needed it to be that way. That was the problem. Without another look, Lottie walked down the stairs but not out of his life. If Nate had known what was to come over the years that followed, maybe he would have tried for something more with her, but losing himself, making her his number one priority when everyone, including himself, expected much more from him, wasn’t a risk he was willing to take. Though as he watched her dark figure walk away from him that night, he couldn’t be sure that he hadn’t just lost the best part of himself already.
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Nate

A low whistle sounded in the small space that comprised Applewood’s current town square, a result of the icy wind whipping through small alleyways that existed between buildings. There was no other external noise in the area, only the loud humming inside of Nate’s head as the pressure he’d felt building all morning came to a crescendo. He sighed. It wasn’t even seven o’clock in the morning and he already had the beginnings of a headache. A throbbing skull had become such a regular occurrence that Nate thought little of it, just another inconvenience for him to deal with instead of checking off the most important item on his to-do list.

Crushing his eyelids shut, Nate took a few deep breaths to try and keep a migraine at bay. It would do him no good to be in a foul mood when he was trying to persuade people to help him. Opening his eyes, Nate gazed around, hoping that the small break could offer him a fresh perspective on what he was gazing upon, but he wasn’t that lucky. He’d always been the type of person who felt as though he had to make his own luck, and as he gazed around the town square that looked as pitiful as it always had, it seemed like that was still the case. 

The open space that made up the center of Applewood’s downtown area consisted of a large slab of concrete outlined by cobblestone that was covered in vines and dead crabgrass, two benches that were more rot than wood, and not much else. In no way did this area reflect the splendor and beauty of the town it was a part of, and once again Nate found himself pissed off that he seemed to be the only person in Applewood to see that.

A puff of white shot out of his nose and into the cold air of late fall as he huffed angrily, spinning on the heels of his sneakers and running back to his apartment. Running was how Nate worked off his frustration, and with his town revitalization project seeming permanently on ice, he was now in the best shape of his life. It was little consolation when he had yet to fulfill the biggest promise he had campaigned on when he ran for mayor almost two years ago. There had been other assurances he’d made, pledges to keep taxes as low as possible while also increasing tourism to the area to keep local businesses profitable. The problem was that those promises hinged on his ability to drive new people into Applewood, and he needed a new town square to do that. He was sure of it.

Embittered by his lack of progress, Nate turned toward Main Street, shaking his head at the peeling paint and weathered brick exteriors of the bank and hardware store. His eyes naturally crossed the street to where his younger brother Felix’s bar stood, looking as fresh and clean as his eldest brother Aiden’s restaurant had when Nate had passed it earlier that morning. Smiling at the fact that at least his family was on board with his plans to make Applewood look as beautiful as possible, Nate pumped his arms a little more vigorously, his feet fractionally lighter as they pounded the pavement.

The Kemp family was a tight knit group and each member of Nate’s family had always been endlessly supportive of him in his dream of leading the town he grew up in toward greatness. Whether it was driving the two hours to Seattle to cheer him on at academic decathlon competitions or screaming loudly at his baseball games in high school, his family had been there every step of the way if they’d been able. Even Aiden, who left home at eighteen to attend culinary school, would video chat with Nate from time to time for encouragement. It was nice to always have someone there looking out for him, and while the support was still there, his family was also a little busier now than they had been, so it wasn’t quite the same.

Aiden ran a restaurant full-time with his fiancée Nicole, Beckett was working his way up the proverbial ladder at the fire station and was married with a baby on the way, Travis bought a farm next to their family orchard, intending to turn it into a cherry farm for him, his girlfriend, and her daughter, and Felix and Autumn were blissfully happy and working on expanding their respective businesses. Even Nate’s parents had fairly full calendars, and even though he knew he could put in a call to circle the wagons and every member of his family would jump at the chance to do it, he couldn’t ask that of them. Besides, he’d always been determined to accomplish the things he set out to do on his own if he could manage it. He appreciated help, begrudgingly at times, but never sought it out willingly.

Nate liked to think of himself as someone who could do it all himself, and for the most part he had been, but this town project seemed to be the one thing that seemed just out of reach, constantly eluding him no matter how hard he tried. After months and months of speaking with city council members, the downtown business association, and just about anyone else he could think of that had any kind of influence in town, Nate was still mired at square one. What made the situation worse was that he had all the funding necessary to pull it off, he just didn’t have the approvals. 

When Nate ran for mayor, it had been an uphill battle. Accusations of inexperience and lack of political acumen followed him around as he campaigned, but eventually he won everyone over. He hadn’t thought he would get the groundswell of local support that he did, but when his lawyer contacted him to let him know that a group of townspeople had donated enough money to cover his keystone project and then some, Nate couldn’t help but be touched by his community’s faith in him. What had happened to that support now that he actually had the job was anyone’s guess. It seemed that the Citizens for a Brighter Applewood were happy to fund his project, but not help get him the approvals necessary to do it. It was endlessly frustrating, and every time Nate looked around the town and saw not what was, but could be, he got more and more irritated about that fact. 

Just when Nate thought his mood couldn’t get any worse, he moved up to the sidewalk, only narrowly avoiding the door to Warm Delights Bakery smashing him directly in the face. Spinning out of the way just in time, he didn’t see the small café table until he was toppling over it and landing hard on the cement. His body slammed onto the cold ground, pain shooting through his skin straight down to his bones.

“Fucking hell,” he grumbled. 

Nate’s body throbbed from his ass to his elbows, and while he was grateful that he hadn’t landed on his head, the migraine that had been threatening all morning finally made its appearance. Nate closed his eyes, hoping that when he opened them again this would have all been a miserable dream and that he would be in his warm bed, not out on the frigid concrete with his ass going numb. 

As he sat there with his arms on his knees, taking note of the new hole on the left side of his running pants, Nate felt the brush of soft fabric against his forehead, pushing back the hair that had fallen into his eyes before cupping his cheek. “Oh my God, Nathan. Are you all right?” 

Nate hadn’t needed to hear her voice to know the woman in front of him was Lottie Adams, he could tell based on the cinnamon apple scent wafting his way. It was the same aroma that had plagued him since he was a teen, driving him crazy in more ways than one. To this day, she was also the only person besides his mother to call him Nathan, and even then Cora Kemp only used his full name when it was a chastisement, something he avoided if at all possible. Lottie said it like it actually meant something to her, but what exactly that was he didn’t dare speculate. Not anymore. Sighing, Nate opened his eyes and glared at the one woman he never seemed able to shake the presence of. Jerking away from her touch before he became tempted to lean into it, he stood abruptly, needing space from his every dream come true and absolute waking nightmare. 

“I’m fine,” he barked. Brushing his hands down his undoubtedly bruised body, Nate winced when he took a step and felt his knee twinge. Ignoring the soft way that Lottie was looking at him, Nate steeled himself against her. Slipping on the mask of hate had become second nature to him, so much so that he almost believed himself when he spoke so harshly to her. “You should be more careful when you’re opening doors, Charlotte.” To everyone else she was Lottie, but Charlotte was just for him, her full name with its beauty and grace being the one thing about her he allowed himself to keep. 

For her part, Lottie seemed wholly unaffected by his demeanor, smiling prettily as she stood and gazed over at him. No matter how many times Nate snarled at her, she always came back for more. He would call her a glutton for punishment, but he could say the same thing about himself, making his permanent home in a town where he knew he would never be able to escape her physically or emotionally. 

“I suppose I should, but then again I could also tell you to watch where you’re going.” She took a small sip from a paper to-go cup, and Nate definitely did not track the movement of her pink tongue running across her ruby red lips as she licked away a stray drop of her drink. “Though I suppose it is a bit like you to run into things headfirst without thinking about the consequences.”

Nate balked at her assessment of him. If anything, he was too thoughtful, too measured in everything he did. There wasn’t a reckless bone in his body and everyone knew it, including her. With the exception of the night they’d spent together, Nate hadn’t done a single thing out of character in his life and he wasn’t about to start now by letting her accusation go unchallenged. “I don’t know what you think you’re talking about, but I don’t like the implication.”

Lottie just kept smiling, stepping closer to him so that their chests were nearly touching. It was something she had always done since that night, get close enough to almost touch but never going that last inch or two that would finally put him out of his misery and end him completely. “I’m talking about committing to the idea of christening the new town square next year when you haven’t even broken ground on construction yet.”

Nate fumed while Lottie sipped her coffee, hating that she seemed to know about everything that went on in the town before anyone else did, namely him, the man in charge of the place. As infuriating as it was, he also knew exactly why she did. Everyone in Applewood loved her and longed to unburden themselves in her presence. It was what made her even more dangerous to him than she already was. Every second she spent in front of her brought him closer to admitting how he really felt, abandoning his desire to make his hometown a better place, disappointing everyone else that ever mattered to him and devoting himself to loving her as completely as he could.

Instead of sitting with the uncomfortable truth that he was a coward when it came to his feelings, Nate focused on digging into another one. “How the hell did you come upon that information?”

Lottie smiled brightly and whipped out her phone. “I have my ways, you know that,” she winked. God, her beauty was maddening and she was sexy as hell to boot. It was a lethal combination that Nate had spent the better part of a decade trying to ignore while never quite accomplishing that feat. “So is this you confirming my source?” 

She started to type speedily with one hand, something he had yet to master despite always being on his phone for work. Watching Lottie do something he struggled with reminded him a little too much of high school and the rivalry they’d had going back then. They’d also come together beautifully once before, but as he would never allow that to happen again, Nate had to settle for having her be a nonstop source of irritation instead. They were destined to lock horns constantly. The thought of never ridding himself of her, of the helpless way she made him feel enraged him even more. He cursed life’s cruelty and his own inadequacies.

“No, it is not,” he ground out. Nate stalked closer to her until she was pressed back against the outer wall of the bakery, ignoring the way her breath hitching at the move had his cock coming to life. His attraction to Lottie and subsequent knowledge that he could never give into it again was his cross to bear, made all that more difficult by her persistent presence in his life. “Stop using your friendship with my administrator as fodder for your gossip sheet.”

Nate knew that the words would get her ire up, and yes, he’d done it on purpose so that they were on equal footing. Lottie having the audacity to be cool and calm while he was a flustered mess grated on his last nerve. Yet at the sight of the vein on her forehead popping, he felt a scrap of relief. Nate could be an asshole. He knew it, she knew it, but it was a necessary evil to maintain the distance between them.

“You would know that it’s not a gossip sheet if you ever bothered to read it, and I wouldn’t have to go to anyone else for information if you would just talk to me.” The anger in her voice melted away as she blinked up at him, her hickory brown eyes softening as they searched his. Nate felt the tip of her glove touch his finger, and he closed his eyes as she ran it along the edge of his hand. “Why won’t you ever talk to me, Nathan?”

The reminder of how things had been and likely would always be between them tipped Nate over the edge. Every moment spent near her without holding her was like a thousand tiny needles to the heart, but it was better than the alternative. He could live with disappointing himself, but not an entire town that believed in him, even if that belief was currently on shaky ground. 

“You know why. Just stop badgering the people in my office.” Before Lottie could comment, Nate brushed past her, ignoring the look of hurt that had been in her eyes as he did. No matter how many times he’d seen it over the years, the sadness on Lottie’s face wasn’t something Nate ever got used to, but that never seemed to stop him from putting it there. 

In a family with four other brothers, Nate had done everything he could to stand apart from them. Aiden was always the most ambitious and a world-class chef, Beckett was the hero, the firefighter who saved the town one emergency at a time, Travis was the son that would care for and continue the family’s legacy at the farm, and Felix was the smart one, the one who’d created an entire cider business from what was essentially a science experiment. That left little room for Nate to carve out a place for himself in his family, but he was determined to do it, first by being the best all-around guy he could in high school and then as mayor. Where his brothers’ legacies were to look after the farm and the people of Applewood, it was Nate’s to care for the town itself. It should have been easy, but then Lottie Adams had to go and make herself the town’s favored daughter to his favored son. 

Nate shook out his arms as he stomped up the stairs of his apartment building. It was the closest in proximity to where he worked at town hall, but it was also the newest addition to Applewood. Nate was all about supporting growth and new construction, so he’d leased a two-bedroom as soon as one became available. Opening the door, Nate tossed the keys onto the entry table and toed off his sneakers, eager to grab a shower and wash away the grime from his sprint about town as well as his run-in with Lottie. Stripping his soiled clothes and ditching them along the way, Nate turned the water on hot and stepped in, trying to let the warmth seep into his aching muscles and sore bones from his earlier fall. 

As he soaped up and washed his hair, Nate couldn’t help but think back on the interaction he’d just had. Why was Lottie always around, always in his face, asking questions he didn’t have answers to? Why was her smile brighter than anything else in his world, making his heart kick in his chest in a way that it never did with anyone else? Why was she the most irritating, most beautiful person in the world? 

Groaning, Nate took his stiff cock into his hands as his thoughts drifted back to Lottie. He didn’t bother turning the water to cold, knowing from experience that nothing ever took away the desire that always followed an interaction with the woman, but at least the momentary release would take the edge off. Gripping himself hard, he twisted his hand, definitely not thinking about Lottie’s wide hips, soft waist, and full breasts that would feel perfect in his large hands. Nate also didn’t think about laying her pinup worthy body out on his bed and spending the better part of a week mapping each dip and curve with the tip of his tongue until all he could ever taste was her. Familiarizing himself with her body once more was something he’d dreamt about since they’d lost their virginity to one another, but it would have to forever remain a fantasy.

“Fuck,” Nate grunted, gripping himself harder. 

Being with her again would be amazing. They’d be electric together, just as they had been, so well-matched in every sense that it was like nothing he’d ever experienced before or since, which is why it could never happen again. Lottie was the one person Nate could lose himself in completely if he gave himself permission to do so, but then what would become of his legacy? The town? Anything else in his life other than her? As he thought about what that would feel like, burying himself so deeply within her that he never bothered to resurface, white hot lighting shot up his spine and out of his cock as he spilled onto the black tile of his shower. 

Slapping a hand against the wall as he panted his breaths, Nate felt less than satisfied but at least more functional now that he’d gotten even a tiny bit of need out of his system. Would he ever be fully rid of her? Nate seriously doubted it, but as he finished up his shower and readied himself for the day, he pushed all thoughts of Lottie from his mind, trying to focus on his work instead of a problem he would likely never be able to solve.
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Chapter Two
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Lottie

Branch and Brew was just about as crowded as one would expect for trivia night. Anyone of drinking age or older without kids was there laughing, knocking back some hard cider, and gearing up for the holiday themed trivia contest that would start soon enough. It was the day after Halloween, but you wouldn’t know that after taking one look at the costumed crowd hanging around the bar. Even Lottie was still in the spirit, wearing her custom Rockford Peach uniform replicated from A League of Their Own. 

Smoothing a hand over the curls under her ball cap, Lottie passed a pitcher of cider across to a group of raucous men dressed as old-timey gangsters. The noise and crush of people was nothing she wasn’t used to. In fact, Lottie welcomed it. It meant that she was surrounded by others which was her preferred way to be. A crowd as big as the one in front of her wasn’t necessary, but Lottie always felt the most at home with herself when she had someone to talk to.

Listening to the stories of others had always been important to Lottie. Maybe she was just naturally a good listener, or maybe it stemmed from being raised in a house where no one cared to hear her speak. Unmet needs and desires were something she was very familiar with, and in an effort to prevent anyone else from ever feeling as though what they had to say didn’t matter, Lottie had turned herself into a collector of sorts. Whether they be about the mundane realities of office work or the more outlandish tales she’d gotten from some of the older members of town down at the senior center, everyone’s story was one she made a point to listen to, gather up, and share with others. People often mistook her as a gossip, but Lottie never spread rumors and only distributed information with others’ permission. To do otherwise went against her code.

Making others feel safe with her, comfortable in their ability to share whatever it was they needed to, had always been extremely important to Lottie. Growing up in a household with parents who fought more than they did anything else had her feeling constantly on edge. At the age of fourteen, she’d finally had enough. Tired of having parents who had always been too caught up in fighting with one another to care much about what she got up to, Lottie decided to teach them a lesson and run away from home. The intention was just to scare them into actually caring about her, so she didn’t even pack much in her bag before she set off down the street. 

After walking for at least an hour and into an entirely different neighborhood, Lottie took a break to rest her aching feet. After finding the house with the nicest yard, Lottie took a seat at the curb and waited. Eventually her parents would notice that she’d gone missing, and they would be searching around to find her, she was sure of it. Maybe the sheriff would even come by and pick her up. Lottie welcomed the thought because the bigger the stink that was made about her, the more her parents would realize how terrible they’d been in ignoring their own daughter.

Grabbing her history book from her backpack, Lottie flipped to the chapter for World War II. It was the section her class was studying and while she wasn’t at the top of her group, not yet, Lottie liked history and wanted to excel in school. Her drive for excellence in the last year was also another cry for attention, and while her parents had never really cared about her grades beyond wanting her to at least graduate, Lottie enjoyed the positive reinforcement her teachers gave her because of it and kept working as hard as she could. As the sun dipped lower and the sky faded into a darker blue, Lottie’s stomach rumbled with hunger. Glancing at her watch, she saw that it had been at least three hours since she’d been gone. With an irritated sigh, she went back to reading when a glass of water appeared in front of her along with a granola bar.

Lottie looked up to see the weathered face of Joanna Griffin. The woman had been her kindergarten teacher and was pretty universally loved by every child in Applewood. Lottie had never been sure of how old she was, only that she’d had white hair for as long as she’d known her and her clothes that looked straight out of the history book in her hands. “You looked hungry.”

Lottie shoved her book in her bag and smiled at the older woman. “Thank you, Mrs. Griffin.” The woman may not have been her teacher for almost ten years, but it would have been weird to call her by her first name. Gratefully accepting the food and drink, Lottie ripped into the granola bar and took a bite, washing down the honey, oat, and dried fruit combo with a large swig of water. Turning to the house behind her, Lottie took in its oddly slanted roof and large front windows. “Is this your place?”

Mrs. Griffin nodded. “It is.” She made to sit next to Lottie but seemed to think better of it and shook her head. “Why don’t you come inside, Charlotte? These old bones don’t work like they used to and if I sit on that curb I won’t be getting up again.”

Lottie smiled, both because her teacher remembered her and because despite her words, she looked pretty spry for someone who was probably at least eighty. “Okay.”

As Lottie followed her old teacher into the house, it almost felt like she was stepping into another time. The whole place looked older than the woman herself, styled in a manner that was a bit like the houses from the television show about ad men that her father watched. “Wow,” she said, doing a spin. “This place is cool.”

Style, whether in clothing or in décor, had never really interested Lottie before, but seeing how amazing things could look with a little effort had her rethinking her position. Frowning down at her nondescript jeans and t-shirt combo, Lottie followed Mrs. Griffin further to the kitchen counter where the woman placed a platter piled high with grilled cheese sandwiches in front of her along with a glass of milk.

Lottie smiled and grabbed one of the sandwiches, taking a large bit and letting the warm, gooey cheese slide down her throat. “This is great, thanks Mrs. G.” As she took another bite, she noticed the other woman hadn’t grabbed one for herself. Lottie’s stomach sank and suddenly the walls of the house resembled gingerbread and the woman in front of her a witch. She swallowed the thick lump of bread and hot cheese stuck in her throat. “You’re not going to eat me are you?”

The old woman cackled and shook her head. “Lord, no. Why would you ask such a thing?” Her wrinkled face became more so as she gazed at Lottie like she was the craziest person she had ever met.

Lottie shrugged. Deciding to take the woman at her word, she took another bite of the sandwich. “Just thought I might have gotten myself into a Hansel and Gretel situation for a minute.”

Mrs. Griffin rolled her eyes and made a big show of biting into one of the sandwiches. “You know, I don’t remember you being this dramatic as a child. Asking about cannibalism, running away from home.” She shook her head and wiped her mouth with a napkin. “Next thing you know you’re going to tell me you’re pregnant.”

Lottie nearly choked. “Ew, gross.” First, the thought of having sex at her age was still just a bit icky, though mostly scary. Secondly, she would have to have a boy interested in her enough for that to happen and boys tended to stay far away from her, especially the ones she liked the most. “Wait. How did you know I ran away?”

The older woman gave Lottie a withering look. “I teach kindergarten, dear. I recognize a tantrum when I see one.”

Lottie’s mouth dropped open in offense. “It’s not a tantrum,” she insisted. She wasn’t crying loudly as she pounded her fists on the floor in anger. There had always been enough anger in her house that she hadn’t wanted to contribute to it, even when she’d been little enough for it to be appropriate. “I just.” She blew out a harsh breath. “I just wanted them to notice me for once.” Mrs. Griffin’s expression fell as she looked at Lottie. Squirming under the scrutiny, Lottie hopped off the stool and grabbed her bag. “It was a dumb idea, so I’ll just go. Thanks for the food.”
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