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        For warm hearts

        For those wishing and wanting

        For those watching time tick by

        For those wading through the muck

        For those waiting for the hurt to pass

        For those welcoming new into their heart

        For the worriers and the weirdos and the wise ones

        For you and them and me
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      Before Clocks, a submission call was not something I’d used for my anthologies, though I’d taken part in the process for magazines and other people’s collections. But the idea of strangers sending their precious words to me, allowing me—a stranger in kind—to read, weigh, judge, then choose or reject them, felt too heavy a burden to take on. Until this anthology, which felt like it called for it.

      So I read blind at first. Allowing the stories to just be the stories.

      The pile of I have to have these was large after that first round. It felt like an even heavier burden, I found, to re-read the stories, to create a shape for the anthology, to take the bios into consideration. I wanted new voices, disabled voices, queer voices. I wanted people who often get first-rounded because they don’t have MFAs or a list of publications a mile long.

      My long list whittled down and down until I saw this collection taking shape.

      The real work began—editing, formatting, putting a cover together that was worthy of the art Elizabeth Jaffari gave me, the Kickstarter, the behind-the-scenes publishing stuff. My authors (and I do feel I’ve collected them, in a way) and their drive blew me away, which helped immensely.

      Meanwhile, this anthology was proving, once again, that art is done when you say it is. Like an oil painting, you can tinker for quite some time. If something is missing, you may have time to fix it. Much like a story that gnawed at me for months, and I was fortunate enough to be procure it. Or finding out we had another artist amongst the authors who now graces the back cover.

      Clocks was truly a project that ticked until a week before the Kickstarter, as I wanted you to have the best anthology possible.

      With that, enjoy creativity that is bound to leave you seeing clocks a little differently.

      
        
        —Elizabeth Mitchell
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      Clockmaker

      By Susan E. Rogers

      

      Anna frowned and mouthed “Thanks, Paul” as the mailman dropped two boxes and a pile of envelopes on top of the display counter next to the cash register. She raised an eyebrow at the larger box. She didn’t remember ordering anything that size.

      “Yes, Mrs. Zimmerman. I know your grandmother brought that clock all the way from Germany as a new bride… Yes, I’m taking good care of it, you don’t have to worry.”

      The bell on the shop door jingled as Paul waved back and left.

      Once she was able to hang up, Anna grabbed the mail and took it to her combination office and workroom in back. “Bills, bills, bills…” She tossed the envelopes into the wire basket on the corner of the desk and ran her slender fingers through her bobbed blond hair. It was challenging being a woman in her profession. Even though she was the only clockmaker in town—in this part of the county—she didn’t have a whole lot to show for it. Most months, she barely squeaked by with the rent and utilities. She didn’t know how much longer she could keep the shop open.

      “I wish somebody would bring me more business instead of all these bills.” She sighed.

      Anna had loved clocks since she was a gawky twelve-year-old. For her birthday, her grandfather gave her one with an animated bear that rang a bell on the hour. That gift generated a lifetime passion for antique and vintage clocks and still held the place of honor in her collection. Yard sales and flea markets were her weekend destinations when other girls were watching the boys play football or baseball. She’d buy up all the old clocks she could find, take them apart, and put them back together to make them work.

      Placing the parcels on top of her old steel banker’s desk just inside the doorway, Anna sorted through the envelopes first. She picked up the smaller box and read the customs label—the parts ordered from Germany to fix the Zimmerman clock.

      At least she’d be able to finish that and end the daily phone calls. She put the box on her work table against the back wall, one of those chunky steel tables with shelves and drawers underneath and a wooden top. A red toddler’s step-stool decorated with nursery rhyme characters elevated her slender five-foot-three frame so she didn’t have to reach and stretch while she was working. Next to the table was an old wooden cabinet where she kept her parts and tools. The workroom wasn’t cramped, but there wasn’t a lot of extra space. One other side table held the clocks waiting to be worked on or picked up. The Zimmerman clock was the only piece there right now.

      The mailing label on the large package gave nothing away. Her address was block-printed in heavy black marker, but there was no return address. Instead of a printed postage sticker, a mosaic of multicolored stamps in various denominations covered the top corner, looking more like medals on a soldier’s dress uniform. She grabbed the scissors from the tray on the desk, but before she could slice open the tape, the brass bell on the front door jingled.

      “Hello, John,” Anna said as she walked through the doorway to the showroom. “How’s everything today?”

      “Just dandy,” the old man replied, brushing a tuft of fluffy white hair back from his forehead. “Bit windy out.”

      “Come for your Regulator?” Anna asked. “It’s all ready.”

      “Yes, and I’ll be happy to have it back in its place on the wall.”

      Anna headed back to the workroom. John MacFarland was her only regular customer and a frequent visitor to the clock shop. The two of them shared a love of antique timepieces and often would chat for an hour or two over coffee. John owned a large and varied collection and, since Anna opened the shop eighteen months ago, had brought in a number of them for maintenance and repair. Satisfied with Anna’s work, John promised he would bring each of them in turn for Anna to restore. It was the only work Anna could count as regular income.

      “Here it is.” Anna reappeared carrying an open box, which she placed on the glass countertop. “It was in pretty good condition for an 1826 piece. I replaced a couple of bent wheels, straightened the chains, and cleaned and oiled the mechanism. That was really all it needed.”

      John pulled a pair of wire-frame glasses from the pocket of his tan corduroy jacket and perched them on the tip of his nose. He carefully removed the clock from a nest of wool batting and looked it over. “Lovely! You’ve made that old brass shine. Well done.”

      John replaced the Regulator in the box. Anna covered it with more batting and snugged the cover into place.

      “Sorry, can’t chat today. Doctor’s appointment. I’ve another to bring you next week, though.” John cradled the box and saluted with his free hand. “Send the bill ’round, won’t you?”

      Anna watched the old man walk past the front display window, head bent against the wind, until he was out of sight. If only she had more customers like John. She knew most people didn’t have more than one clock they were willing to spend the money to fix and maintain, if they owned any at all. And that didn’t help to pay the bills.

      She turned into the workshop doorway. Suddenly, a cacophony of chimes, bells and gongs clamored through the shop in unison. Anna smiled, crossed her arms, and looked at the grandmother clock in the showroom corner. Eleven, right on the dot. Every one of the eighty-two clocks hanging on the walls or sitting on shelves around the room heralded the hour simultaneously with impeccable precision.

      Sometimes, Anna was amazed she managed to align all these clocks to within an infinitesimal fraction of a second. Mostly, she just enjoyed the concert every hour, and some on the quarter-hour—the maestro of her own perfectly timed orchestra. Technically, most of her precious clocks were for sale, but, although she could use the money, she was completely happy that nobody wanted to buy one.

      The striking lasted twenty seconds, though the echo continued for another five. Anna picked up the still-sealed package and studied it again. The postmark was smudged and illegible. There was nothing else to identify where the box came from.

      She shook it gently. Nothing shifted inside. She sliced open the tape, pulled aside the thick layer of batting beneath the bubble wrap, and gasped.

      An antique lantern clock like none she had ever seen.

      The name Nicholas Coxeter was etched in stylized script along the edge of a dial exquisitely engraved with tulips and thistles, framed by a silver ring inscribed with Roman numerals. The square walnut cabinet had brass posts at the corners capped by a brass bell, all topped with urn finials. Ornate brass fretwork with thistle and leaf flourishes surrounded the space between the cabinet and bell on the front and sides. The brass and wood had a few scratches and needed a good cleaning, but she didn’t see any major damage.

      Anna grabbed a collector’s guide from the shelf above her desk and flipped through the pages. She let out a low whistle as she read the details. “1650s? Holy crap!” The value was listed at sixteen thousand dollars.

      Anna carefully lifted the clock and set it on the work table. Lead weights on frayed braided cords were nestled in a bed of wool at the bottom of the box. She expected to find a note or card, but there was nothing else hidden in the shredded wool.

      “Strange,” Anna murmured as she slowly flipped the latch and opened the hinged back. The wheels and pinions, covered with a coat of dark oil, looked worn after three centuries of use. The hammer was in proper striking position. She slowly spun the hands around the dial until the hour hand rested on the three and the minute hand was a fraction before the twelve. She placed the clock at the edge of the table and attached the weights. With a light tap of her finger, she started the balance wheel in motion.

      A faint whirr, and the clock settled into a rhythmic tick—tick—tick. Anna studied the mechanism, peered around gears and wheels, and marveled at the craftsmanship of the three-hundred-fifty-plus year old timepiece. Twenty seconds later, another whirr was followed by a clang as the hammer struck the bell.

      Anna waited for the last two strikes to finish and stopped the clock. She’d go through it, inspect all the parts and replace those that showed signs of wear. When she had it cleaned and restored, she’d adjust the mechanisms to the precise time. She hoped the owner would contact her soon. Whoever owned such a clock as this was likely to own others, so she needed to do an exceptional job. Maybe she’d get another regular customer. But first, she had to finish Mrs. Zimmerman’s clock.
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      Anna woke to a single unfamiliar chime. Rather than go home to her apartment, she had slept on the fold-away in the workroom after she finally finished the Zimmerman clock at three in the morning. She sat up and yawned, shook her head and looked around. Early morning light filtered through the room’s single window set in the back wall. Her glance settled on the antique lantern clock on the work table. That strike was definitely going to need an adjustment, she thought. She got up and headed toward the bathroom as the eight o’clock concert started its percussion.

      She called and left a message with Mrs. Zimmerman that the clock was ready. She was sorting through her inventory of shafts and spindles when the bell jangled on the door. She let out a low moan. She hadn’t even finished her second cup of coffee yet. She forced a smile and strode through the doorway to the front counter.

      The showroom was empty. Dazzling rays of morning sun shone through the window and reflected off dust motes prancing around the clocks. Anna shook her head and frowned. Just as she turned back toward the workroom, the door opened, and Mrs. Zimmerman bustled in. The bell didn’t make a sound.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Zimmerman.” She quickly replaced her frown with a smile. “It didn’t take you long to get here.”

      “Yes, Miss Warner,” the woman answered as she slid her arms through the handle of her purse and crossed them in front of her chest. “I wanted to pick up my clock right away.”

      “I’ll get it.” Anna slipped into the back room and returned with a box that she placed on the counter.

      “Oh, my.” Mrs. Zimmerman brought one hand up to her mouth and sucked in her breath as she gazed at the lustrous gleam of the dark wood.

      Anna carefully lifted the intricately carved mantel clock from the padding and stood it on the counter. “I replaced several damaged parts with new ones I just got from Germany yesterday. I think you’ll find it keeps perfect time now.” She handed her the invoice. “Oh, and I polished it up a bit.”

      Mrs. Zimmerman pursed her lips as she looked the clock over from every angle. She studied the face before placing it back on the counter and taking the invoice that Anna held out to her.

      “It looks good, Miss Warner,” she said flatly and offered her credit card.

      “I’m glad you like it.” Anna returned her card with the receipt and repacked the box. “It’s a lovely clock. I’d suggest that you have it tuned and cleaned once a year.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind after I see how well you’ve done with it.” She picked up the box and headed out the door to the jingle of the bell.

      Anna shook her head and walked toward the work table where the lantern clock waited for her. She grinned at the rhythmic ticking until she suddenly remembered that it was the chiming of the old clock that woke her earlier—except she deliberately stopped it yesterday. She picked up the clock and opened the hinged back door. The wheels and pinions purred as the minute hand clicked to its next position. She watched for a minute and then closed the door. Maybe she hadn’t stopped it completely.

      She spent the entire day inspecting the internal workings of the antique. She removed the mechanism and broke it down to its individual parts. She carefully cleaned the old oil from every piece and inspected each one. A missing tooth and a wheel worn thin, a slightly bent spindle and loose spring were the worst of the damage. Overall, the parts were in amazingly good condition for their age.

      She had everything she needed in stock. Over the next four days, she repaired or replaced each damaged or worn piece. She oiled all the mechanisms with fresh oil. She cleaned and polished all the wood and brass of the cabinet and decorative work.

      “There. Done.” Anna set the clock on the worktable and stepped back with her hands on her hips. “It looks phenomenal, if I do say so myself.”

      Anna spun the hands to the current time. She would have to adjust the mechanism so the time was set perfectly, but she could do that over the next few hours. After all, she had nothing else to do. Not one customer had come into the shop over the past four days while she worked on the old timepiece. Even John McFarland hadn’t appeared for his weekly visit. It was as if time stood still while she repaired the lantern clock. She still hadn’t heard from the owner, though. She hoped she hadn’t done all this work for nothing.

      She looked at the clock, and her worries seemed to dissipate in the gleam of its polished walnut. Unexpectedly, a single strike sounded. Anna glanced at the cuckoo. One minute before four. The lantern clock’s hands were positioned at exactly the same time as the clock on the wall. She didn’t understand why it struck early and only once. She picked up the old clock and all the other clocks began the full four o’clock chiming in unison. The lantern clock missed the first strike but then joined in for the remaining three.

      “That doesn’t make any sense.” Anna turned the clock over and was about to open the back of the cabinet when the front doorbell jangled. She peeked through the doorway but saw no one. As she turned back to the clock, the door opened. The bell shook but didn’t ring.

      “Hi, can I help you?” she asked the woman standing in the center of the showroom gazing at the clocks all around her.

      “Well, yes, of course.” The woman stepped forward and placed a 1960s-era table clock on the counter. “Ellen Zimmerman recommended that I bring my clock here to have it repaired. She said you did a wonderful job with hers.”

      Anna stood tongue-tied for a minute. She hadn’t heard a word from Mrs. Zimmerman since she had picked up her clock.

      “That was nice of her.” She picked up the clock on the table. “What have we got here?”

      “This was my mother’s clock that she got for a wedding present in 1967,” the woman said. “It hasn’t worked in years, but I never thought about getting it fixed until Ellen spoke about you yesterday at our church luncheon.”

      “I’ll need to take a look inside, but I’m sure I can make it work again.” Anna looked over the six-inch white ceramic case decorated with bluebirds and roses. The clock mechanism fit into an opening in the front, and a brass winding key protruded from the back. She set the clock on the counter. “Can you just fill out the information at the top of this form?”

      Anna handed her a pen and took the clock back to the workroom. The lantern clock seemed to shine a little brighter.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Sherman,” Anna said as she glanced at the work order the woman handed her. “I’ll call you in a day or two with the estimate before I start any work.”

      “That’s fine.” Mrs. Sherman took one of her business cards from the holder on the counter. “Thank you, Miss Warner.”

      Anna grinned as she watched the woman leave the shop. It wasn’t much, but it was new business, and the fact that Mrs. Zimmerman recommended her work could add up to more in the future. No sooner had the thought crossed her mind than she heard a single chime from the lantern clock. It was only four-forty.
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      Anna unlocked the door to the shop at five after nine the next morning and ushered John McFarland in ahead of her. The old man was waiting when she arrived, shopping bag in hand.

      “I’ll be right with you, John.” Anna headed into the back room as John put the bag on the counter. “I’m going to make some coffee. Would you like some?”

      “Coffee would be nice,” John said. “No hurry. I’ll just wander around and have a bit of a peek at the clocks.”

      Anna put the coffee on and set two ceramic mugs on the desk. She checked the lantern clock on the work table before going back to the showroom. It seemed to be keeping accurate time, in sync with the cuckoo on the wall.

      “What have you got in the bag, another clock?” Anna asked as she emerged from the workroom.

      “Oh, yes.” John turned his attention away from a clock set into an antique sewing machine body. “An 1845 Seth Thomas eight-day mantel. I’m afraid it needs quite a lot of work.”

      “Not a problem,” Anna said as she drew it from the bag and placed it on the counter. “That’s a beauty. I’ll be happy to take care of it. Come on back, and we’ll have our coffee.”

      Anna led the old man into the workroom and waved him to a chair beside the desk while she placed the mantel clock on the side table. She poured the coffee and placed a mug in front of her friend. Just as she sat down, the lantern clock chimed once.

      “Good Lord,” John exclaimed. “What is that? It looks like a Coxeter.”

      “Good eye, John.” Anna smiled. “Isn’t it stunning? I’ve been restoring it for the past few days. The strike still needs a bit of work, as you heard. Funny thing is, it was delivered a few days ago with no return address or note. So I don’t know who it actually belongs to. I’m expecting a call any day from the owner.”

      “Lucky devil, whoever it is,” John quipped as he took a sip of coffee. “By the way, I’ve got a bit of good news for you, Anna.”

      “Really?” She cocked her head to the side and waited.

      “My cousin’s wife celebrated her seventieth birthday with a party over the weekend.”

      “How nice,” Anna said automatically.

      “Yes, I had a lovely time,” John said. “But anyway, her brother was there. Never met him before. He lives over in Turners Valley. Interesting thing is he’s quite a clock collector, too. We had a long chat, and I told him all about you, gave him your card. He was impressed, and he’s going to give you a call about working on some of his collection. Bob Jackson’s his name.”

      “Oh! Thank you so much, John.” Anna held out her hand, and the two shook.

      “It’s the least I could do. I certainly don’t mind recommending your work. You’ve done an amazing job with my clocks, and I appreciate such fine craftsmanship.”

      Anna felt her cheeks flush. “I will admit, I do need the business. Customers haven’t exactly been beating down the door.”

      “I want to see your little business here do well. Rather selfish in a way, but you’re a good clockmaker.” John reached into his pocket. “And here’s a check for the Regulator. It’s working perfectly. You did a great job with it.”

      “Glad to hear it.” Anna glanced at the check, and her head snapped up. “John, this is more than the invoice.”

      “I know.” The old man nodded. “Well, I must go. Let me know when the Thomas is ready.”

      “I will.” Anna followed John into the showroom. “Thanks again.”

      John departed and left Anna standing in the center of the room.

      “We just might be all right,” she said to the clocks all around her. She jumped when a single stroke chimed from the workroom. “The lantern?” she whispered when the rest of the clocks began their ten o’clock song.
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      “Finally,” Anna said out loud, as she straightened up from where she was bent over the work table.

      She leaned backwards and stretched. The antique lantern just chimed two o’clock simultaneously with all the others. She’d worked on it since John had left that morning.

      After four hours, she wasn’t sure exactly what the issue was, but it seemed to be corrected.

      She poured coffee into her mug and set it in the microwave to heat. A package of peanut butter crackers from her desk drawer would do for a late lunch. She blew on the steaming liquid and took a sip.

      “Damn!” She almost dropped the mug as the hot coffee burned her lips and tongue. She blew quick breaths in and out and waved her hand in front of her mouth. She jumped when the lantern clock chimed once and the phone rang at the same time.

      “Hello, Warner’s Clock Shop.” She glanced at the clock and saw the glimmering reflection of the overhead neon in the polished brass.

      “Hello, Miss Warner?”

      “Yes. Can I help you?”

      “My name is Beth Andrews from the Historical Society. We have a number of old clocks in our museum that need some attention, and a colleague gave me your name and number. Would you be interested in doing some work for us?”

      “Oh. Umm. Yes. Umm. Definitely.” Anna was taken off guard. She ran her fingers through her hair.

      “Wonderful,” Beth said. “Can we set up a time for you to come to the museum and see what needs to be done? We can discuss the details of a contract then.”

      “Umm... Sure. Let me check my schedule.” Anna grabbed her calendar, though she knew there was nothing. She didn’t want to seem too desperate. “I can come by tomorrow. How about ten o’clock?”

      “That’s perfect. I’ll see you then.”

      “Okay. Good. Ten o’clock. Bye.”

      She hung up, and Anna stared at the phone.

      Three new customers in two days—and two of them promised regular work. She plopped into the chair, shook her head, and shrugged her shoulders.

      Months of worrying about how to pay the bills might just come to an end.

      A click and a whirr, and the lantern clock struck a single chime. Anna’s head whipped around. A twinkle of light played off the brass bell and shone into her eyes. She gazed at the clock, unable to look away.
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      The ringing of the phone woke her with a start, and the desk chair rolled three feet across the floor. She must have dozed off, though it felt more like a trance.

      “Hello. Warner’s Clock Shop.”

      “This is Mercury Courier Service,” said a man’s voice on the other end of the line. “We have an order for a pickup from your business.”

      “Really?” Anna wasn’t sure she had heard that correctly. “I don’t have anything that’s waiting to be picked up.”

      “The order says an antique clock,” responded the voice. “And that you’ll have it boxed and ready to go.”

      “Oh.” Anna frowned. “Does it say who ordered this?”

      “No, only to make the pickup,” said the man. “Oh, and there’s an envelope to be delivered to you at the same time. So, can you have it ready for four o’clock?”

      “This afternoon?” Anna glanced at the cuckoo. “Yeah, I guess I can do that. Can I have a copy of the order from your courier?”

      “Sure, no problem.”

      The line went dead at the same time that a single chime struck from the lantern clock. Anna turned and raised an eyebrow. The clock no longer shone in the light. She picked it up and studied it from all angles. Everything was working. The wood and brass were clean and polished, but the gleam that had seemed to radiate from deep within the clock over the past few days was gone. She buffed the bell with her polishing rag, but it didn’t help.

      “Huh. Like you know it’s time to go,” Anna said to the clock. “I don’t know where you came from or why you’re here, but you’ve certainly been a lucky charm.”

      She grabbed the clock’s original box from under the side table. At the worktable, she carefully removed the weights on their new cords and nested them in the wool at the bottom. She held the clock up to the light one more time. It looked dull and age-worn. Anna sighed as she wrapped it in batting and gently placed it in the box, then covered it with more batting. She just finished taping the top when the front doorbell jingled.

      “Hi,” Anna said to the young woman wearing a jacket with a Mercury Courier Service patch on the front. She placed the box on the front counter. “You’re from the courier?”

      “Yes. I’m here to pick up a package.” She reached into her satchel and took out some papers and two envelopes, all paper-clipped together. “I just need you to sign the top copy of both sets. One of the envelopes has a copy of the pickup order. The other is a delivery for you.” The woman handed the papers to Anna.

      “Is that the package?”

      “Yes.”

      Anna quickly read the receipts and signed them. “Thanks.”

      The courier tore off the blue copy of each of the forms and handed them back to Anna.

      The four o’clock chorus of chimes ushered the courier out the door with the box tucked under her arm. Anna slapped the envelopes against her palm. She walked back into the workroom and sat at her desk, where she stared at them for a full minute. Finally, she tore one open. Inside was a copy of the pickup order with only a date-stamp and a scrawled note directing a same-day pickup at her shop’s address. No name or contact information.

      She tossed the form onto the desk and picked up the other envelope, addressed to her personally. Inside was a folded piece of thick paper, yellowed with age. A bank check fell out when she unfolded it.

      “Dear Miss Warner,” she read aloud in a murmur. “Sincere gratitude for the work you have done on this marvelous clock. I trust the enclosed amount will be adequate to cover your fee. In exchange for your diligence, your business will flourish far into the future. As you wished.”

      There was no signature. Anna whistled as she flipped over the check made out for five thousand dollars. She sat and glanced back and forth between the letter and the check until the phone rang.

      “Hello, Warner’s Clock Shop.”

      “Hi. I have a grandfather clock that isn’t working. Do you make house calls?”

      “Yes, of course.” Anna smiled as she reached for the order pad.
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      Gearheart

      By Katherine Quevedo

      
      Like clockwork, only better, Dr. Madeline Vale thought. Her hands trembled over the gears and springs representing the months—years? She’d lost count—toiling over her dusty basement countertop. Trinket, she’d call him.

      Making cuckoo clocks was one thing, but designing and constructing a humanlike automaton presented entirely different challenges and echelons of fulfillment. She’d pursued this quest upon inheriting her parents’ house and closing her clock shop in town.

      So what if rats scuttled across the basement floor? So what if bread molded on the kitchen table? With Trinket finally complete, she could wind him up at last!

      She set paper and pen nearby to record the momentous details. She scooted her stool out of the way and cleared the potted plants from their shelves, just in case. (Although the leaves had wilted, the vases’ symmetry pleased her.) She shooed the rats into the room’s cobwebbed corners. Finally, she gripped the key on Trinket’s back, gulped, and turned it.

      Nothing. His hands didn’t so much as tremble.

      Still more work to be done.

      Temper panged deep inside her chest, like gears trying to grind. She sucked in a breath to control it. Maintain rationality above all. She rubbed her forehead, folded her arms on the countertop, and let her head sink onto them. A little more work. That was all.
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      Five weeks later, Trinket’s arms swung too high when he walked. That could be fixed another time.

      For
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