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The Thirteenth Chime

A Clockmaker Eloise Tinker Mystery

By Gideon Harrow
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Sleuth Profile:

Eloise,67, widowed, exacting, warm beneath a dry wit. She has a habit of tapping rhythms on tabletops when thinking and can identify alloys by smell after decades at the bench. She distrusts gossip but collects it accidentally because customers talk while she repairs heirlooms. She keeps tea tins labelled like watch parts, walks the harbour at dawn to “set her internal regulator,” and notices tiny asymmetries others miss. Her craft ties her to Brackenby, a village ruled by tides, church bells, and routines.

Setting:

Brackenby is a close-knit coastal market village of cobbled lanes, gull cries, diesel from fishing boats, lavender polish in old shops, and damp stone that holds the sea’s chill. Eloise’s shop, Tinker & Time, smells of brass filings, bergamot tea, beeswax, and old wood. The village green hosts a weekly market; the clifftop path leads to St. Beorn’s church and a memorial garden; foghorns blur evenings into secrecy.

Crime Specifics: 

Predicted victim: Arthur Vale, parish treasurer and keeper of town archives. Method: staged accidental fall from the narrow bell-tower stair after the handrail bolts are partially dissolved with vinegar and salt over time, then loosened that night. Actual culprit: Nora Finch, beloved bakery owner. Motive: Arthur had discovered Nora forged legacy grant paperwork years ago to conceal her late brother’s thefts connected to earlier “accidents”; he planned to expose her, ruining her standing and revealing she caused prior deaths to protect the lie.
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By half past six, Brackenby was still mostly made of mist.

It lay along the harbour in blurred layers—the bobbing shadows of fishing boats, the darker block of the old warehouse roofs, the church tower on the rise beyond the village green—while the sea pressed its salt breath into every crack of stone and wood. Inside Tinker & Time, however, the world was exact.

Eloise Tinker preferred it so.

She stood at her bench beneath the yellow pool of her work lamp, her silvering hair pinned into its usual practical twist, spectacles low on her nose, and a loupe tucked idle in her left hand. All around her, clocks kept to their own opinions of the hour. The tall walnut regulator in the corner ticked with stern dignity. The carriage clock on the shelf clicked with a fussier impatience. Somewhere in the back room, a little French mantel clock gave a faint metallic sigh as if sleepily reconsidering whether morning was worth the effort.

Eloise inhaled. Brass filings, beeswax, old wood, and the sharp clean note of bergamot from the tea she had not yet had time to pour. Better than perfume, better than company before seven.

On the bench before her lay the pocket watch.

It had arrived three days ago in a worn leather pouch with no note beyond a name on a receipt—Mrs. C. Fairwick, paid in cash, requested discreet handling—and no instruction except: It chimes when it should not. Please mend. Eloise had thought the message melodramatic until she opened the case.

The watch was handsome enough to earn melodrama. Eighteenth century, or made by someone determined to flatter the eighteenth century: heavy gold case, engine-turned back, elegant bow, and a face so cleanly enamelled it still held its ivory glow. Around the inner rim ran tiny chased leaves, now softened with age and touch. Yesterday she had spent two pleasant hours examining the movement, admiring the fineness of the fusee chain and the delicacy of the repeater work. It was no ordinary trinket. It had been made by a master, then altered by somebody clever later on.

And this morning, without warning, it chimed.

Not the crisp note of a repeater activated by a slide, nor the accidental burr of a loose spring. A tune. Brief. Clear. Deliberate.

Eloise had gone still as a pinned moth.

Now she bent closer, her fingertips resting lightly on the bench. “Well,” she murmured to the watch, “if you intend nonsense, kindly do it in a mechanically persuasive way.”

She picked it up. The gold was cool at first, then warmed almost instantly in her hand. No external trigger. No hidden pressure on the stem. She opened the back again and studied the movement through her loupe, her eyes narrowing at the shining little city of wheels and screws. The repeating work looked older than the tiny modern solder she had noticed yesterday near the edge of the inner case.

There. Again.

A scratch-mark nearly lost beneath that later solder, as if an original maker’s stamp had been half concealed by someone with a guilty conscience and a clumsy iron. Eloise angled the watch toward the lamp. A curled serif. The bottom of a letter. Perhaps an H. Or an R.

She tapped a slow rhythm on the bench with one fingernail, three beats and a pause, the habit arriving before thought did. The tune had done the same thing to her mind: lodged there, circling.

She knew it.

Not from the wireless, and not from church exactly, though it had that grave, old-fashioned shape. She hummed it under her breath, softly enough not to wake the clocks into jealousy.

A knock sounded at the shop door.

Eloise looked up sharply. “Closed,” she called.

The latch rattled anyway, then a familiar voice answered, “If you’re dead in there, Eloise, blink twice.”

She snorted and crossed the shop, undoing the lock. June Mercer came in with a gust of cold harbour air, a navy constable’s coat buttoned to the throat and her dark curls already dampened by fog.

“You look,” June said, stepping onto the mat and stamping her sensible shoes, “like someone has either discovered treasure or begun poisoning customers.”

“Tea first, accusations second.”

“That does sound like you.” June unbuttoned her coat and sniffed. “You’ve not had any yet.”

“I resent your intimate knowledge of my failings.”

“It’s not intimate. It’s survival.” June set a paper parcel on the counter. “Cheese scones. Nora had a tray out before dawn. The entire village will smell faintly of butter by eight.”

Eloise took the parcel despite herself. It was warm through the paper. “Bribery.”

“Correct.”

They moved into the narrow comfort behind the front counter, where the kettle sat ready on the hob. June had become a constable young enough for Eloise to have once called her “that Mercer girl,” and then, through the unembarrassed persistence of time, a woman whose company arrived in the shop as naturally as morning light. She had a practical face, keen grey eyes, and the rare gift of not filling silence merely because it existed.

“Something’s got you chewing your thoughts,” June said as Eloise lit the gas and set the kettle on.

Eloise considered answering no. She had lived long enough to know that once a curious thing was spoken aloud in Brackenby, it grew legs, cousins, and a moral interpretation before luncheon. But June was steadier than the village.

She went to the bench, lifted the pocket watch, and held it out. “Listen.”

June took it carefully. “Very pretty. Also expensive-looking, which means I instinctively distrust it.”

“Reasonable.”

As if stung by the criticism, the watch chimed again.

June’s head jerked up. The melody floated into the room, delicate and eerie in the nest of ticking clocks, as out of place as candlelight in a fish crate. When it finished, even the kettle seemed to delay its first simmer in respect.

“Well,” June said at last, “that is objectionable.”

“Thank you. I feel vindicated.”

“What is it supposed to be?”

“That,” Eloise said, “is what I mean to find out.”

June turned the watch over. “Who brought it in?”

“A Mrs. Fairwick, according to the receipt, though I don’t know a Fairwick in Brackenby.”

“Visitor?”

“Possibly. Or a false name, which is always such tiresome theatre.” Eloise took the watch back and pointed with her tweezers. “See there—old maker’s mark, partially hidden under newer solder. Someone altered it after it was made. Skilfully, but not invisibly.”

June leaned in, smelling of cold wool and rain. “Could someone have fitted a music box into it?”

“Not exactly. The chime train is integrated, not inserted crudely. Whoever changed it understood watches. More troublingly, they understood this watch.”

The kettle gave a proper hiss. Eloise made tea while June wandered the front of the shop, pausing before the window where fog pearled on the glass. Beyond it, Brackenby was waking. A cart creaked over cobbles. Gulls cried overhead with their usual air of personal grievance. Somewhere on the harbour road, a lorry changed gears with a groan.

“Founders Day today,” June said. “Or nearly. Bunting’s already up on the green. Mrs. Pollard has filed a complaint because the parish committee hung blue ribbons where she insists green belonged in1987.”

“Civilisation totters.”

“Mm. Arthur Vale is in a temper too. He was at the station yesterday insisting traffic barriers be moved three feet because historical dignity was at stake.”

Eloise handed over a mug. “Arthur has spent twenty years believing historical dignity can be managed with committee notes.”

June smiled into her tea. “He’s giving some archive talk this week. Local history, village myths, hidden truths. That sort of thing.”

“Hidden truths are rarely improved by being discovered just before cake.”

“Agreed, but no one ever asks me.”

Eloise unwrapped the scones and broke one apart. Steam rose, carrying cheddar and warm flour. For a moment the room softened into ordinary pleasure: hot tea, fresh baking, the companionship of someone who did not require performance.

Then the melody circled in her mind again.

She set down her half of the scone. “June.”

“That tone means either genius or indigestion.”

“I know the tune from somewhere.”

June waited.

“Not by title. By association.” Eloise frowned at the watch. “Something old. Something village-bound. It pricked at me the instant I heard it.”

“Church?”

“Possibly. Or a street song. Or—no.” She tapped the bench: three beats, pause, two. “It may be tied to a date.”

June blinked. “A date?”

Eloise disliked saying things before they deserved to be said, but there it was. “Today is the twelfth. And for some reason, hearing that tune made me think of the Twelfth of October.”

“Why?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea, which is annoying.”

June sipped her tea. “You do realise most people simply forget a tune and go about their morning.”

“Most people are a menace to pattern recognition.”

That earned the laugh Eloise had been aiming for. Still, even as June laughed, Eloise’s gaze returned to the watch. Its face looked innocent in the lamplight, the minute hand proceeding with impeccable calm. Yet she had the unpleasant sensation that it was not merely keeping time, but selecting it.

June set down her mug. “What will you do?”

“The same thing one always does with baffling machinery. Observe before interfering.” Eloise reached for a notebook and wrote the date, the hour, and a rough notation of the melody as best she could. “Then ask impolite questions.”

“Of whom?”

“Anyone old enough to remember better than I do. Mrs. Pollard, perhaps. She stores village tragedies the way other women store jam.”

“Dangerous, but efficient.”

“And Arthur Vale,” Eloise added after a moment. “If he’s neck-deep in archives and hidden truths, he may tell me whether the twelfth means anything in Brackenby besides bunting disputes.”

June’s expression shifted almost imperceptibly, some small constable’s instinct surfacing. “If it’s odd enough to bother you, Eloise, let it bother me too.”

“I had assumed you had no choice.”

“That also.” She reached for her coat. “I’d better go before someone steals a sausage roll and causes me paperwork. But if the musical menace does anything else, you’ll send word.”

Eloise inclined her head. “I will.”

June paused at the door, one hand on the latch. “And Eloise?”

“Yes?”

“Do try not to solve a mystery before breakfast. It sets a difficult standard for the rest of us.”

When she had gone, the shop seemed fuller of ticking than before.

Eloise stood alone at the bench and looked once more at the pocket watch, at the obscured maker’s mark, at the delicate hands advancing toward seven. Outside, Brackenby gathered itself from fog into day. Inside, amid brass and beeswax and bergamot, something small and golden had introduced a wrong note into the morning.

Eloise slipped the watch onto its velvet rest, opened her notebook again, and beneath the tune wrote a single line:

Why this date?*
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