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Chapter One: The Hour That Wouldn't Move
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The bell over the door of The Willow Leaf had a particular way of announcing a Tuesday. It rang differently than it did on Saturdays, when the shop filled with weekend visitors buying paperbacks for the drive home, or on Mondays, when it barely rang at all because half the town was still recovering from whatever had happened at the diner over the weekend. Tuesday's ring was quieter. Steadier. The sound of a town easing back into its own rhythm.

Emma Carter had learned to read Willow Creek by its sounds the way other people read weather. The particular hush that settled over Main Street before a funeral. The higher, brighter chatter that meant school had let out for summer. And, this morning, a silence so complete that even the pigeons roosting along the courthouse ledge seemed to be holding their breath.

She stood in the doorway of the shop with a box of new paperback arrivals balanced against one hip, the cardboard soft and slightly damp from the delivery truck's early run, and looked across the street at the clock tower the way she looked at it every morning of her life. It was reflex by now, older than memory. Check the tower, check the time, start the day.

Except the tower wasn't telling her anything today.

The hands sat frozen at eight seventeen, and they had been frozen, as far as Emma could tell, since she'd first glanced up ten minutes earlier while wrestling the shop's brass key into a lock that had never quite fit right. She set the box down on the top step, pressed her palm briefly against the small of her back where the muscles complained about being twenty-nine and still hauling boxes like she was twenty-two, and studied the tower properly.

Not ticking. Not chiming on the quarter hour the way it always did, a small bright sound that Willow Creek had built its whole daily rhythm around without ever quite noticing. Not even doing the thing clocks sometimes did when they were dying slowly, where the second hand twitched forward and dropped back like something caught on a hook. It had simply, entirely, stopped.

"You're going to stare a hole through that tower if you keep at it."

Emma didn't need to turn around to know it was Nora. Nobody else in Willow Creek combined that particular note of amusement with the smell of gardenias and potting soil quite so specifically.

Nora Bell came around the side of her flower shop balancing a metal bucket of white daisies against one hip, her curly gray hair escaping its clip in three separate directions, looking like a woman who had already heard several conflicting versions of whatever had happened before nine in the morning. She set the bucket down beside Emma's box with the particular thump of someone who had been doing this exact motion for twenty-some years and had stopped being careful about it a decade ago.

"Please tell me you see it too," Emma said. "Tell me it's not just me."

Nora followed her gaze, squinting against the early sun. "The clock?"

"The fact that it isn't moving."

"Well." Nora considered this with the seriousness of a woman who took omens more seriously than she'd ever admit to in daylight. "That's unsettling."

"Unsettling," Emma repeated.

"That's me being polite. What I actually thought was bad omen, but I try not to lead with that before ten a.m."

Despite herself, Emma smiled. Nora had a particular gift for making the ridiculous sound like the most reasonable thing in the world, a skill Emma suspected came from thirty years of talking anxious brides out of centerpiece meltdowns. "Maybe it just needs maintenance. Gears wear out. It's an old building."

"On the exact day Judge Mercer's widow rolls back into town?" Nora raised an eyebrow, the universal signal that she was about to deliver information she'd been sitting on since roughly six that morning. "That feels like a stretch, even for good old-fashioned mechanical failure."

Emma's smile faded. "Marian Mercer is here?"

"Met her myself, not two hours ago, over at the post office. She was asking Deb for directions to the cemetery, if you can believe that, like this town's changed so much in seven years she couldn't find her own husband's grave. And then she said—very casually, mind you, the way people say things when they want you to notice they're not making a big deal of it—that she'd be stopping by the historical society before she headed back out of town."

Emma looked back at the tower. Something in her chest had gone tight and watchful, the particular alertness she associated with rooms full of adults who'd stopped talking the second she walked in as a child. Judge Arthur Mercer had been the closest thing Willow Creek had to a saint for the better part of three decades—not because he'd been perfect, nobody in a town this size could stay unblemished for that long, but because he'd been steady in a way that people needed him to be. Fair in custody disputes. Patient with the town's endless zoning arguments. The kind of man whose name people invoked when they wanted to describe what decency was supposed to look like.

When he'd died seven years ago, the town had mourned him with the tidy, efficient grief of a place that needed to get back to normal quickly. There'd been a service at the Presbyterian church that overflowed onto the lawn. A scholarship fund established within the month. A bench installed near the courthouse with his name on a little bronze plaque that pigeons now treated with considerably less reverence than the town had intended.

And that, as far as Willow Creek was concerned, had been the end of it.

Emma had been twenty-two that summer, home from college with a business degree she wasn't using and a vague plan to help her aunt run the bookstore for what she'd assumed would be a few months. She remembered the funeral only in fragments—the particular blue of the sky that day, entirely wrong for grief, and the way her aunt Josephine had gripped her hand a little too hard during the eulogy, and the strange, careful quality of every adult conversation for weeks afterward. Whispers that stopped when children entered rooms. A version of grief that felt, even to Emma's twenty-two-year-old ears, slightly rehearsed.

She had not asked questions. She'd believed, the way you believe things at twenty-two, that adults generally knew what they were doing, and that if something felt off, it was probably just her own unfamiliarity with how grown-up grief worked.

Seven years of running this shop, watching this town's particular rhythms of gossip and silence, had eroded that belief down to almost nothing.

Across the square, the courthouse bell rang once, twice, and then cut off mid-swing, as if it had thought better of finishing the thought.

Nora's hand found Emma's sleeve. "You're doing the thing."

"What thing?"

"The thing where you go quiet and start doing math behind your eyes."

"I'm not doing math."

"You're doing some kind of math," Nora said. "I've known you seven years, Emma Carter. I can see the gears turning from here."

The bell above Emma's own shop door jingled from inside—a customer, probably Mrs. Danvers coming in early for her Tuesday romance novel pickup—and the ordinary, insistent business of the day reasserted itself. Invoices needed sorting. The register drawer needed counting. A shipment of large-print mysteries had arrived a full week ahead of schedule and needed shelving before Mrs. Danvers's book club descended on Thursday expecting them ready.

Still, Emma found she couldn't quite look away from the tower.

When she finally did turn toward the shop, movement near the newspaper stand caught her eye. A man stood on the bench there, not reading, not waiting for a bus that didn't exist in Willow Creek, just watching the tower with the same fixed, private attention Emma had been giving it herself. He was tall, cleanly shaven in a way that suggested a habit rather than an occasion, and dressed in a dark jacket that belonged to a city considerably larger and considerably less forgiving of July heat than this one.

Emma knew him only by sight, the way you knew certain names in a town this size before you'd ever spoken to the person attached to them.

Daniel Mercer. The judge's nephew, and, as far as Emma understood the family tree, the closest thing to a son Arthur Mercer had ever had, given that the judge and Marian had never had children of their own.

He glanced over, and for one unguarded second something crossed his face—recognition first, then something more careful, something Emma couldn't quite name before it closed over like a door being gently, deliberately shut.

Then he looked away, back at the tower, and Emma felt her pulse do something complicated.

"Well," Nora said quietly, following her gaze. "That's not good."

"Why not?"

"Because if Daniel Mercer decided this was worth flying in for, or driving in for, or however he got here, then this isn't just a broken clock, sweetheart. This is a family deciding something needs looking at."

Emma didn't answer. She was already running through every reason a Mercer might return to Willow Creek after seven years of near-total absence, and none of the reasons she could think of felt like good news for anyone.

* * *
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THE MORNING UNSPOOLED the way ordinary mornings did, which was, Emma reflected later, the strangest part of the whole thing. By the time the lunch bell rang over at Saint Anne's Elementary and the square filled with children dragging backpacks and overdue library books, she'd nearly convinced herself the whole business with the clock was exactly the kind of thing a town invented to entertain itself when nothing else was happening. A stalled mechanism. A coincidence of timing. Willow Creek loved nothing better than turning a Tuesday into a small myth.

Then the bell above her own door rang, and the past walked in wearing a cream linen dress.

Marian Mercer was smaller than Emma remembered from a distance—she'd only ever seen her at the market, or occasionally gliding past the shop window on her way to somewhere more important. Up close, she had the particular composure of someone who had spent years perfecting the art of not appearing to need anything from anyone. Silver hair pinned with military precision at the nape of her neck. A leather handbag held against her side like it contained something considerably more important than lipstick and a checkbook.

"Ms. Carter," she said, and there was no question in it, only confirmation, as though she'd looked Emma up before arriving.

"You know my name?"

A small, practiced smile. "In a town this size, Ms. Carter, everyone knows everyone's name. Or enough of it to be dangerous."

Emma came around the counter, setting down the invoice she'd been half-heartedly working through. "Can I help you find something?"

"I hope so." Marian's gaze swept the shop—the mismatched armchairs Emma had rescued from an estate sale two summers back, the hand-lettered shelf signs in her own uneven cursive, the little reading nook by the window where sunlight fell across the same worn patch of rug every afternoon. "It's a pleasant space. Calming."

"Thank you."

"I'm looking for something I gave away a long time ago."

Emma waited, the particular stillness she'd learned running a shop where people often needed a moment before they said the real reason they'd come in.

Marian opened her handbag with the deliberate care of someone unwrapping something fragile, and removed a single folded sheet of paper. "I've been told you keep local history archives here. Newspaper clippings. Society records. Photographs no one else bothered to save."

"We do, yes. My aunt started the collection years ago. I've kept it going."

"Then perhaps you can help me locate the one item that's gone missing." Marian held out the page.

Emma took it. In careful, old-fashioned script, someone had written a single title: The Mercer Ledger, 1999.

"What is this?" Emma asked, though something in her chest had already begun to understand, in the wordless way bodies sometimes understood things before minds caught up.

"My husband kept a private notebook for several years before he died. He called it his ledger, though it had nothing to do with money, not directly. I believed it had been destroyed after his death. I have recently been given reason to think that isn't true."

"Recently?"

Marian's composure didn't crack, exactly, but something in her eyes tightened, the way a hand tightens around a railing. "I came to Willow Creek because three days ago I received an anonymous note instructing me to check the clock tower before sundown. No signature. No explanation beyond a single detail."

The shop seemed to hold its breath along with Emma.

"What detail?" Emma asked carefully.

"That the clock had stopped again."

Again.

The word landed in the small space between them like something dropped from a height.

"The tower stopped the night my husband died," Marian said, her voice even, rehearsed in the particular way of a sentence someone has practiced saying without breaking. "I was told the mechanism was repaired the following spring. I believed that was the end of the matter."

"The end of what matter?"

Marian's gaze drifted past Emma toward the back of the shop, where the local history shelf sat modest and unassuming between a rotating rack of regional cookbooks and a section labeled, in Emma's own handwriting, LOCAL AUTHORS (2 SO FAR). "That depends," she said quietly, "on whether anyone in this town ever told the whole truth about what happened to him."

For a long moment neither of them spoke. Somewhere in the back of the shop, the ancient radiator ticked and settled, an ordinary domestic sound that felt, in that particular silence, unbearably loud.

"I believe my husband was afraid of someone here," Marian continued, softer now. "And I believe he may have written down why."

"Why are you telling me this?" Emma asked. "You don't know me."

Marian met her eyes directly for the first time since she'd walked in. "Because you are the sort of person, Ms. Carter, who notices when a story is missing pages. I have watched you from a distance for longer than you'd guess. You ask the second question. Most people in this town stop after the first."

The words landed like a key turning somewhere Emma hadn't known was locked.

Before she could find a response, the bell above the door rang a second time, and the day's strangeness compounded itself further.

Daniel Mercer stepped inside, and whatever composure he'd worn on the bench outside had tightened into something more deliberate, a man arranging his face for a room he already expected to be difficult.

"Aunt Marian," he said. "I see you found the bookstore."

Her jaw set, almost imperceptibly. "You knew where I was headed."

"I guessed."

Emma looked between them, and the family resemblance became suddenly, sharply visible—the same set to the brow, the same precision in the mouth, though Daniel wore it harder, more guarded, like armor rather than inheritance.

"And did you guess why I came?" Marian's voice had cooled several degrees.

"No," Daniel said. "But I imagine you're about to tell me."

The air in the shop seemed to shift, charged with the particular tension of family arguments that predate the people currently having them. Emma, abruptly aware she was standing in the middle of something considerably older than her own involvement in it, took a half step toward the counter.

"I can give you two some privacy, if you need it," she offered.

"No," Marian said, at the same instant Daniel said, "That won't be necessary."

Of course it won't, Emma thought, with the particular weariness of a woman who had spent years watching people insist on having private arguments in public places.

Marian lifted the paper still in Emma's hand, a small, pointed gesture. "Ms. Carter keeps archives. I intend to use them."

Daniel's gaze flicked to the page, sharp and immediate. "That ledger is private family property."

"Was private," Marian corrected. "It may now be relevant to considerably more than our family."

He turned to Emma, and something in his expression tried, briefly, for gentleness. "You don't need to get involved in this."

Emma had heard some version of that sentence more times than she could count, delivered by men who assumed their concern would be received as protection rather than dismissal. It took considerable effort not to laugh.

Instead, she crossed her arms. "Then perhaps you can explain why your aunt received an anonymous note about a clock tower that happens to have stopped again."

Daniel's expression didn't change, exactly, but something behind his eyes sharpened into focus. "Because someone in this town enjoys stirring up old rumors for entertainment."

"Or," Marian said, quiet and precise, "because someone is afraid of what I might remember."

"What did you remember?" Emma asked, looking at Marian.

The silence that followed lasted long enough that Emma began to understand its shape before Marian gave it words.

"That my husband did not die where the police report said he did."

The room went cold in a way that had nothing to do with the shop's temperamental air conditioning.

Emma felt the sentence settle into place with a small, terrible click, the particular sensation of a puzzle piece sliding home in a shape she hadn't wanted to see completed. Seven years ago, Judge Arthur Mercer had been found at the base of the courthouse clock tower following the town's annual midsummer concert. The official ruling had been an accidental fall—tragic, sudden, the kind of death that generated exactly enough grief to feel appropriate and exactly enough closure that the town could return to its ordinary rhythms
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