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For Nerissa


Chapter One

“What’s wrong with you?”

I heard Bess’s voice cut cheerily through the quiet of the store, in that specifically slightly-rude-yet-somehow-polite way only women aged fifty or above could get away with. I looked up from the inventory I had been taking and found her beaming at me from the doorway.

“I don’t know,” I replied. “What do you think? Do I need a new haircut? Eyebrows done? Lose twenty pounds?”

“I was thinking more than you could use a good night’s sleep,” she replied briskly, striding over to the desk to loop her forest-green apron over her head. A swirl of the dusty morning air had flooded in behind her, and the tiny store suddenly smelled of the outside—car fumes and coffee and everything else that made up Clitheroe, Massachusetts.

“Okay, well, when you can convince Arnold to stop giving me the morning shifts, maybe I can squeeze one in,” I told her. 

“Or you could do this thing that I’ve been hearing so much about,” she suggested. “Going to bed early? Ground-breaking, I know, but still…”

“I’ll look into it,” I promised her. “But it doesn’t sound like it’s for me.”

“Inventory?” she asked, pointing to the battered clipboard I held. I nodded.

“If you can keep from being overtaken by the thrill, I could use a little help,” I replied, and she came over to give me a hand. 

Bess was nearly sixty, and after her husband had passed away, she had decided to get out to work for the first time. She had spent most of her life as a stay-at-home mom while her late husband worked to support them and their two kids, Annette and Ben, and she brought an eternally maternal vibe to everything she did. Including working with me at Robson’s Local, the grocery store that served our tiny town. She had only been there for a year, but I had already grown used to seeing her bleached-blonde coif coming through the door every morning, her crisp shirts (of which she seemed to have an unlimited supply) so sharp they could have taken out the eye of an unsuspecting customer. Not that she couldn’t have done that with one lash of her tongue just fine.

I had dealt with enough comings and goings in this store over the years to know a permanent fixture when I saw one—most summers, I had to deal with training up some hopeful high schooler, determined to prove that they were responsible enough for a driving licence by getting a job, most of whom crapped out by the time school came around again and they could show off their new wheels to all their friends.

I didn’t get that luxury, annoyingly enough. I mean, I could show off my car to my friends if I wanted to, but given that most of us were in our twenties by now, I doubted that it would have much of the same impact. Besides, it wasn’t like I ran into a lot of them around town anymore, not since most of them had left for college or careers or other real-life crap across the state. Most of the time, I could fool myself into pretending this had all been my choice, my decision, but in truth, I had been hiding out here for way too long to think about starting anew now.

Twenty-three. Twenty-three, and I was still too nervous to get out of this town. How pathetic was that? Only five years ago, I had been scrambling to figure out how I would fulfil all of my plans, putting degrees on top of international road trips next to careers in everything I had ever even had a passing interest in. If the version of me then had seen the version of me now, she wouldn’t have been impressed. And she would have told me to cut my hair short again, because it looked way better cropped than the long, brown, slightly tangled mess it was at the moment.

“I don’t think you’re going to have much luck getting any sleep around these parts for the next couple of weeks,” Bess sighed, as she helped me stock the shelves with tins of soup and pick an explosion of chips left there by an errant schoolboy the day before off the floor.

“Why do you say that?” I asked. And honestly, I had no clue what the hell was going to come out of her mouth next. If I had, maybe I could actually have prepared for it. I know there’s these moments in movies where the heroine hears some huge news and the whole world comes to a halt for a moment. I had always believed it was a little movie magic to make everything seem more exciting, more romantic, more thrilling and significant. Or maybe it was just that this news really was all that to me.

“That musical group are coming into town soon,” she explained, frowning slightly as she checked the price of the soup against the note on her clipboard. “Here, I think these are meant to be on offer…”

“What band?” I asked with some interest as I grabbed the clipboard on her to check.

“Something about fists, I think?” she replied, shaking her head. “I swear, my memory isn’t what it used to be these days…”

My vision blurred slightly. The words on the page before me seemed to crawl together like bugs.

“Clenched Fists?” I asked, and she nodded, snapping her fingers.

“Oh, yes, that was it!” she agreed. “Did you see the poster too?”

“No,” I replied, shaking my head. I blinked and tried to wipe some of the fuzz from the corners of my eyes. “I just…I’ve heard of them before, that’s all.”

That was putting it pretty fucking lightly. Like I hadn’t been following them for five years straight. Like I hadn’t spent every day trying not to think about the woman who played guitar, the way her fingers looked wrapped around the neck of her instrument, and how they felt wrapped around my…

“Really? I can’t say I’ve ever heard about them,” Bess replied, shaking her head. “Goodness, you know how out-of-date I feel? Maybe they should keep me in the back with the rest of the produce that’s reached its sell-by date…”

She continued chattering away to herself, and I knew I should have been listening, but her words faded out to a blurry buzz in the back of my head as I tried to take in what she had told me. Clenched Fists. Here. In Clitheroe. Elise with them. My brain dredged up a memory of her with her feet planted on the low coffee table of her parents’ house, her big, beat-up boots beside her, and I found myself wondering if she still had them, for some fucking reason.

Probably not. Because, unlike some people I could mention, she had actually been able to let go of the past.

“Are you all right?” Bess asked, waving her hand in front of my face to draw my attention back to the real world. I blinked, nodded.

“Fine,” I replied. “Just tired, that’s all.”

“A good night’s sleep, that’s what you need,” she told me again, but she kept her eyes pinned to me for a moment longer, like she was trying to figure something out. I offered her a quick smile, hoping it would be enough to deflect her attentions for now. Because the last thing I wanted was to have to come clean about what was really going on in my head at that moment.

I made it through the rest of the shift in a haze; I felt like my head was going to straight-up explode with the weight of the news that I’d had to take in. I told myself that I must have misheard or gotten something wrong, and I had just about convinced myself of that until I managed to sneak out to connect to the WiFi of the store across the street so I could check up online. And yeah, there it was—Clenched Fists. Hometown return.

A series of gigs over a couple of weeks, for charity, to raise cash for LGBT youth in the area. I looked at the band photo—the four of them, against that black backdrop, dressed in loose muscle shirts and tight jeans, their instruments slung over their backs and looped over their shoulders like they had hardly noticed they were there. I flicked my eyes over them one at a time—the singer, Melinda, who’d gone to the school one town over; the bassist, Elena, who’d been a friend of a friend in college when the band had started; the drummer who seemed to change out every time I checked in with them…

And then her.

Fuck.

This had been a test for me. A test to see if I had it in me to deflect the rush of blood to the head that came whenever I laid eyes on Elise. She had cut all her hair off not long before she had left Clitheroe, and I had always thought she had looked badass with it short. She had big brown eyes, a big nose, and a strong jaw, and the short hair just drew attention to her powerful features. Her gaze seemed to burn through the camera and straight toward me, the way it always had when we had been kids. Not kids—teenagers. Lovers. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

I clicked away from the page and stuffed my phone back in my pocket. Maybe I could just get a ticket somewhere and go out of town for a couple of weeks. It wasn’t like anyone other than Bess was going to miss me, right? I could have pretended that I didn’t even know they were coming in. Clenched Fists? Never heard of them. No, I just don’t listen to music; it’s not my thing…

By the time my shift finished, I had managed to think myself into a total corner about all of this. I could feel the walls closing in around me, mad at myself for letting it get this far. She was just an ex. Plenty of people had exes, and if I was going to insist on staying in my hometown, there was a solid chance that I was going to run into her. What was I so upset about? She was in my past; I was in hers.

But she wasn’t just an ex. She was the ex. I didn’t much go for cliché where I could avoid it, but if ever there was a time for it…she was the one who’d gotten away. Or, actually, I supposed, I was the one who had gotten away from her. Even though I would have done anything, anything at all, if I could have crafted it to turn out any other way.

I made it back to the studio flat I had that overlooked the one bar in town, just as it was getting dark outside. I would normally have to fight myself about getting takeout from the burger place across the street, but today, I was distracted. Even though my stomach was growling, I hardly noticed it. There was only one thing I hungered for, and that—

More cliché, apparently. I sighed as I closed the door behind me and leaned up against the wood, my head thumping. Not with pain, but with her. With the memories of everything we had done together. Though that was a kind of pain all its own. It had always been painful, even when it had been good—the pain and the pleasure had come wound up in each other until the lines between the two blurred uselessly into one.

Food. And maybe a beer. Yeah, that would make me feel better. I could drink and eat my problems away for tonight, and by the time tomorrow came around, I would be one day closer to putting her behind me again. In the past, where she belonged.

And one day closer to having her back in Clitheroe after all these years.


Chapter Two

I liked these mornings, you know? The ones that tasted crisp and sweet on my tongue. Clitheroe wasn’t exactly a town I would describe as sweet any other time of year, but now, with the crisp fall air flushing through the streets, it was starting to get there. I closed my eyes and took it in, and for a moment, I could convince myself that I hadn’t been up all night thinking about the fact that Elise was due into town today.

Fuck. I had promised myself I was going to ration out how much I could think about her, given that she had been the only thing on my mind the last couple of weeks; ever since I had found out she was going to be here, it was as though my brain had been constantly waiting around dark corners to spring out at me with memories of her. No matter how much I tried to tell it that I wanted to forget.

At least I had work to keep me busy; there’d been a minor monsoon of tourists in town since the gigs had started getting closer, and that meant that we were under a deluge of people looking for forgotten toothbrushes and cheap beer all day, every day. It would have been the perfect distraction, if I hadn’t known that all of this came as a response to my ex being in town.

Maybe it would have been easier to stop thinking about her if the reminders of her weren’t just so present everywhere I looked. I heard people talking about Clenched Fists, heard people chatting about their tickets to the gig—hell, occasionally, I had found my head whipping around because I had heard someone saying her name and it had sent a jolt through me like someone had jammed my fingers in a plug socket. So much for moving on and up.

I opened the store that morning, and I intended to be the best damn employee that Robson’s Local had ever seen. Physical labour was usually enough to keep my brain occupied, and that way at least I could pretend I was doing something productive and not just mooning over my ex.

I unlocked the door, pulled up the creaky old shutters, and set about checking that the shelves were stocked from the night before—someone’s dealer must have finally gotten back into town, because a bunch of stoned twenty-somethings had tripped through the door looking for packaged cakes and cookies by the armful. I would have been jealous of them if I weren’t well aware of the fact that weed made my head feel like it had been clapped in polystyrene packing peanuts.

Sticking on the radio, I hummed along to the theme song for the local news show, sweeping up a few crumbs and flecks of dust that had infested the aisles overnight. Honestly, I was starting to feel a little better—right up until the moment that I heard a few familiar chords, and my stomach dropped.

I had heard those so many times before. Three chords, the start of a melody, the promise of a song that came from some place deep down inside the person who had created it. I had heard it when that song had been gestating, when Elise had been picking out the shape of it on her guitar in her bedroom. I’d heard the very first recording of that song when the band had managed to get some studio time, rough and fuzzy and far removed from the version I was hearing now. I had seen the lyrics, scrawled out in her spidery handwriting on the back of a picture of us together. I had committed them to memory, because nobody had ever bothered to write anything about me before, let alone a song, let alone a song as beautiful as that. “You Know I’d Never.” She’d written the title of the song at the top of the page, underlined the words twice.

Dropping the broom on the spot, I practically dived across the store to slam the radio off once more. The singer had started to put words to the music, and they seemed to hang in the air for the briefest moment: And tell me when you ever let me down, because I know you’d never…

I stood there for a long moment, my hand still on the radio, and my breath coming harder than it was before. I felt like I had been jerked back through time, the sharp sense memory of her presence demanding my attention. If I’d turned around, I could convince myself, she would be standing there, with the hair she cut herself and that ugly purple-and-black striped canvas bag she carried around her pens and guitar picks inside. The version of her that I had loved. The version of her that had loved me enough to write that song for me.

“Janey?”

I flashed around on the spot. I wasn’t expecting her to be there, not really, but when I saw Bess coming through the door, I found my heart sinking anyway.

“Are you all right?” Bess asked me, looking upon me with concern. She knew me well enough to know that there was something up, but I had decided it would be best not to go into the whole mess with her. People of her generation, you could never tell how they were going to be in the face of un-straight-ness, and I wasn’t willing to test any theories I had about her.

“I’m fine,” I replied quickly, and I busied myself with fiddling with the knob of the radio to change the channel.

“Did you put this under the door?” she asked, and I glanced over to see what she was referring to—in her hand, she was holding a scrap of paper, one that looked as though it had been torn haphazardly out of something else. I shook my head.

“Nope…”

“Well, it’s got your name on it,” she remarked, and she held it out to me. I furrowed my brow and took it from her. I wasn’t expecting anything. Maybe someone had come by for a delivery this morning, and I had been out and missed it or something? But we didn’t have anything on the docket for the next few days. It couldn’t be that.

As soon as I saw my name written on the front of the note, my stomach dropped. I recognized the handwriting at once. All lowercase, loopy and curly and a little spidery, taking up more space than it had any real need to. I had watched the hand that wrote like that a million times before, sketching out lyrics and writing down chord progressions.

Elise.

I stuffed the note into my pocket without even looking at it. I could feel the clouds rushing into my vision around the edges, and I did my best to ignore them. Bess gave me a funny look.

“Everything all right?” she asked. I nodded and turned my attention back to the shelves.
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