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Chapter 1 — The Shop Beside the Harbor
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The town of Alderwick always looked half asleep.

Even in the middle of morning, fog drifted slowly between the narrow streets as if the town itself had forgotten how to wake properly. Old brick buildings stood quietly beside one another, their walls darkened by decades of rain and sea wind. Along the harbor, small fishing boats rocked gently against worn wooden docks while distant gulls cried somewhere beyond the grey horizon.

The sea never truly looked blue in Alderwick.

It looked silver.
Cold.
Quiet.
And somehow endless.

At half past seven in the morning, Elias Whitmore unlocked the door to his watch shop like he had done every day for the past eleven years.

The small bell above the door rang softly.

Elias stepped inside, closed the door behind him, and stood still for a moment in the silence.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

Dozens of clocks answered him from the walls.

Some were fast.
Some were slow.
Some barely worked at all.
But together, they created the familiar heartbeat of the little shop.

Elias removed his dark wool coat carefully and hung it beside the entrance. His movements were calm and practiced, almost mechanical. The shop smelled faintly of dust, machine oil, old paper, and cedar wood.

Behind the front counter sat countless tiny tools neatly arranged beside unfinished watches.

Tiny screws.
Small gears.
Delicate springs.
A world of broken time waiting to be repaired.

Elias walked toward the old radio near the back shelf and turned the knob gently. Soft jazz crackled through static before settling into a warm trumpet melody that filled the quiet room.

He exhaled slowly.

Only then did the morning truly begin.

Upstairs, the apartment above the shop remained dark. Elias rarely spent time there except to sleep. The downstairs shop felt more alive than the rooms above ever did.

He sat at his workbench near the window overlooking the harbor.

Rain droplets clung to the glass outside.

The town looked blurry through the fog.

Elias picked up an old silver pocket watch and adjusted the tiny mechanism inside with careful precision.

Tick.

Tick.

His fingers moved instinctively.

For a long time, nobody entered the shop.

That was normal.

Alderwick was not the kind of town where people rushed anywhere.

Around nine o’clock, footsteps appeared outside.

The door opened slightly.

A cold gust of wind entered first.

Then an old man followed.

“Morning, Elias.”

Elias glanced up briefly.

“Morning, Mr. Holloway.”

Mr. Holloway removed his cap and smiled faintly. “Still keeping time alive in this town?”

“Trying.”

“That clock of mine still works perfectly, you know.”

“I repaired it three times.”

The old man chuckled quietly.

“Well. Gives me a reason to visit.”

Elias allowed the smallest hint of a smile.

Mr. Holloway walked slowly around the shop, observing the clocks like a museum visitor.

“You hear about the storm coming tonight?” he asked.

Elias shrugged lightly. “They say that every week.”

“This one sounds serious.”

“The sea always sounds serious.”

“Hm.”

The old man stopped near the window.

“You ever think about leaving this place?”

Elias continued working without looking up.

“No.”

“Not even once?”

Silence lingered between them.

Finally Elias answered softly.

“Some people belong to quiet places.”

Mr. Holloway studied him for a moment.

“You sound just like your grandfather.”

Elias’s hands paused very slightly.

Only for a second.

Then he continued repairing the watch.

The old man seemed to notice the shift in atmosphere.

“Sorry,” he muttered.

“It’s alright.”

But it wasn’t.

Not completely.

Certain memories in Alderwick never disappeared.
They only became quieter.
After Mr. Holloway left, the shop returned to silence once more.

Outside, the fog thickened.

Elias stood from his chair and walked toward the kettle near the back room. As water boiled softly, he stared absentmindedly at the rain sliding down the small kitchen window.

His reflection looked tired.

Not physically.

Something deeper.

Like a man carrying invisible weight for too many years.

The kettle whistled.

He poured tea into a worn ceramic cup.

Then the lights flickered.

Elias glanced upward.

The weather outside had grown darker.

Thunder rolled somewhere far beyond the harbor.

For a brief moment, the sound reminded him of another storm.
Another night.
Another voice.

“You always blame yourself for everything.”

The memory appeared suddenly.
Sharp.
Unwanted.
Elias closed his eyes.

When he opened them again, the shop was silent except for the clocks.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

He returned to the workbench immediately.

Work helped.

Tiny gears were easier to understand than human emotions.

Machines broke for reasons.

People broke quietly.

Hours passed slowly.

By afternoon, rain began falling harder against the streets of Alderwick. Shop windows reflected blurred yellow lights across wet pavement while pedestrians hurried beneath umbrellas.

Elias barely noticed the time.

Until the bell above the door rang again.

This time, a woman entered.

She paused just inside the doorway, slightly breathless from the rain.

Dark brown hair.
Long beige coat damp from the storm.
A leather satchel hanging from her shoulder.
She looked around the shop carefully.

Not with curiosity.

With recognition.

As if the place reminded her of something she had forgotten years ago.

Elias stood slowly.

“Can I help you?”

The woman approached the counter and removed a small wristwatch from her coat pocket.

“I hope so,” she said softly.

Her voice carried the polished accent of someone who had spent years outside small towns.

“My watch stopped working yesterday.”

Elias took the watch gently.

It was old.
Elegant.
Slightly scratched around the edges.
He examined it quietly.

“Water damage,” he said after a moment.

“Can it be repaired?”

“Probably.”

“That sounds reassuring.”

“It means I need to open it first.”

A faint smile appeared on her face.

It was subtle.
Tired.
But genuine.

“I’m Clara,” she said.

Elias nodded once.

“Elias.”

She glanced around the shop again.

“It’s beautiful in here.”

Most people called the shop old.

Or dusty.

Or outdated.

Beautiful was unusual.

Elias looked briefly at the walls lined with clocks.

“I suppose.”

“You don’t sound convinced.”

“I work here every day.”

“That usually makes people stop noticing things.”

Elias didn’t answer immediately.

Clara watched him quietly.

“You’re not very talkative, are you?”

“Not especially.”

“Good.”

He blinked once.

“That surprises people?”

“Only loud people.”

For the first time that day, Elias almost laughed.

Almost.

Clara seemed to notice.

Her expression softened slightly.

Rain continued crashing outside the windows while thunder echoed faintly above the harbor.

“I just moved back to Alderwick,” Clara said.

“Recently?”

“Three days ago.”

“From London?”

“How did you know?”

“You sound less tired than most people from London.”

That earned a real smile from her.

“Trust me,” she said quietly, “I’m exhausted.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

The clocks filled the silence naturally.

Instead of awkwardness, the quiet felt strangely comfortable.

Clara glanced toward the harbor outside the rain-covered windows.

“I used to walk past this shop when I was little,” she murmured.

Elias looked at her again.

“You grew up here?”

“Yes.”

“Then why leave?”

The question escaped before he could stop himself.

Clara looked slightly surprised.

Then thoughtful.

“I thought bigger cities would make me feel bigger too.”

“And did they?”

She looked down at the broken watch in his hands.

“No.”

The answer lingered heavily between them.

Outside, the storm darkened the entire street.

Inside the small shop, warm yellow lamps reflected softly against old wood and glass.

For the first time in a long while, Elias became aware of how lonely the shop had been before someone walked into it and spoke gently.

Clara adjusted the sleeve of her coat.

“When do you think the watch will be ready?”

“A few days.”

“That long?”

“I repair watches properly.”

“Hm.”

“You sound disappointed.”

“I was hoping time could be fixed faster than that.”

Elias looked at her quietly.

Something about that sentence felt deeper than she intended.

Or maybe exactly as intended.

He carefully placed the watch onto the counter.

“I’ll call when it’s ready.”

Clara nodded.

But she didn’t leave immediately.

Instead, she looked once more at the endless clocks surrounding them.

“So many broken things,” she whispered.

Elias followed her gaze.

“Yes.”

Then after a pause, he added softly:

“Most of them still work eventually.”

The storm lasted through the entire night.

Rain battered the windows above the watch shop while wind howled through the narrow streets of Alderwick like an old ghost wandering between buildings. From his small apartment upstairs, Elias sat awake near the window with a cup of cold tea untouched beside him.

Sleep rarely came easily during storms.

Not after that night.

The room was dim except for a single lamp near the sofa. Old records were stacked carelessly beside a worn bookshelf, and an unfinished crossword puzzle sat abandoned on the small wooden table.

Everything in the apartment felt temporary.

Like a place someone stayed in rather than lived in.

Elias stared through the rain-covered glass toward the harbor lights in the distance.

Blinking faintly through fog.

The memory of Clara’s voice returned unexpectedly.

“I thought bigger cities would make me feel bigger too.”

He leaned back slowly and closed his eyes.

Most people who came into the shop only spoke about watches.
Repairs.
Money.
Time.
But Clara had spoken like someone carrying invisible bruises.

He understood that kind of silence.

Downstairs, one of the old clocks chimed midnight.

Then another.

Then another.

None of them matched.

Elias almost smiled faintly at the chaos of it.

Eventually he stood, turned off the lamp, and let darkness fill the apartment completely.

Outside, thunder rolled across the sea once more.

And somewhere deep inside him, old memories shifted restlessly.

The next morning, Alderwick looked washed clean.

Rainwater still glimmered along cobblestone streets while fog drifted lazily above the harbor. Shopkeepers opened windows. Delivery trucks rattled through narrow roads. The town slowly returned to life with its usual sleepy rhythm.

Elias unlocked the shop at seven-thirty sharp.

The familiar bell rang softly.

The warmth of old wood and ticking clocks greeted him again.

Routine.
Predictable.
Safe.
He preferred life that way.

By noon, several customers had already come and gone.

An elderly woman collecting a repaired wall clock.
A fisherman complaining his pocket watch ran two minutes slow.
A young couple searching for an anniversary gift.
Elias handled each conversation politely but briefly.

People often assumed he disliked social interaction.

The truth was simpler.

He just never knew how to stay inside conversations for very long.

Around one in the afternoon, the bell above the door rang again.

Clara entered carrying two paper cups of coffee.

Elias looked genuinely surprised.

“You came back.”

“That sounds unwelcoming.”

“It wasn’t meant that way.”

She approached the counter and held one cup toward him.

“You looked like someone who forgets to eat.”

Elias hesitated.

“I don’t usually accept pity coffee from strangers.”

“Good thing I bought sympathy coffee instead.”

Against his better judgment, he accepted it.

The cup felt warm against his cold fingers.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Clara removed her coat and glanced around the shop again.

In daylight, the place felt different.

Softer somehow.

Dust particles drifted through warm sunlight near the windows while countless clocks reflected tiny flashes of gold along the walls.

“You really spend all day here?” she asked.

“Mostly.”

“You never get bored?”

“No.”

“That’s either impressive or deeply concerning.”

Elias took a careful sip of coffee.

“It’s quieter than most places.”

“I noticed.”

Clara wandered slowly between shelves filled with antique watches and old clock parts.

“You know,” she said thoughtfully, “this shop feels like time stopped moving in here years ago.”

“It probably did.”

“That’s sad.”

“Not everything old is sad.”

She looked toward him.

“You say things like someone in a novel.”

“I’ll take that as criticism.”

“It wasn’t.”

A small silence settled comfortably again.

Clara eventually stopped beside an old grandfather clock near the corner.

“This one’s beautiful.”

“It doesn’t work.”

“Maybe that’s why I like it.”

Elias studied her expression carefully.

There was something strange about Clara Bennett.

She spoke lightly, almost playfully sometimes, but sadness lingered underneath nearly every sentence.

Like sunlight behind fog.

“You always analyze broken things this much?” she asked suddenly.

“Occupational habit.”

“Hm.”

She turned toward him fully.

“What do you analyze about me then?”

Elias blinked once.

“You want an honest answer?”

“Yes.”

“You seem lonely.”

The words came out before he could soften them.

For a brief moment, Clara looked startled.

Not offended.

Just unexpectedly seen.

Then she laughed quietly.

“Well,” she murmured, “that’s terrifyingly accurate.”

Elias immediately regretted saying it aloud.

“I apologize.”

“Don’t.”

She leaned lightly against the counter.

“Most people don’t notice.”

“You hide it well.”

“You do too.”

The sentence landed harder than expected.

Elias looked down at his coffee cup.

Outside the shop window, people moved through the streets carrying bags and umbrellas while distant seagulls circled above the harbor.

Normal lives.
Normal conversations.
Yet inside the small watch shop, something fragile had begun forming between two strangers who recognized sadness in each other.

Clara glanced toward the workbench.

“Can I ask something?”

“You just did.”

“There it is again.”

“What?”

“That dry British sarcasm.”

Elias looked genuinely confused.

“I wasn’t aware I had any personality at all.”

That finally made Clara laugh properly.

Warm.
Real.
The sound surprised both of them.

For a second, the shop no longer felt lonely.

Then Clara noticed a framed photograph sitting near the back shelf.

Two boys standing beside the harbor.

One around seventeen.
The other younger.
Both smiling into strong sea wind.

Her expression softened.

“Is that your brother?”

Elias froze.

Only slightly.

But enough.

Clara immediately noticed.

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

Elias stared at the photograph for several long seconds.

Then finally answered.

“Yes.”

“He looks happy.”

“He was.”

The past tense darkened the air instantly.

Clara lowered her voice.

“What happened to him?”

Elias placed the coffee cup down carefully.

“He disappeared.”

The words felt cold inside the room.

Even after all these years.

Clara didn’t speak.

Outside, a distant train horn echoed faintly across Alderwick.

Elias continued staring at the old photograph.

“He was fifteen,” he said quietly. “There was a storm near the cliffs north of town.”

Clara’s eyes softened further.

“They never found him?”

Elias shook his head once.

Silence filled the shop again.

But this silence felt different now.

Heavier.

More human.

Finally Clara spoke gently.

“I think some people carry grief so long that it becomes part of how they breathe.”

Elias looked at her slowly.

“And you?” he asked.

She smiled faintly.

“I left Alderwick because my mother died here.”

Now it was Elias’s turn to remain silent.

Clara walked toward the rain-speckled window.

“She used to bring me to the library every weekend,” she said softly. “After she passed away, every street in this town started feeling haunted.”

The harbor outside shimmered beneath pale afternoon light.

“I thought London would fix me.”

“And did it?”

“No.”

She smiled sadly.

“Turns out grief travels surprisingly well.”

Elias looked at her for a long moment.

Then quietly:

“Yes. It does.”

The clocks continued ticking softly around them.

Different rhythms.
Different speeds.
Yet somehow existing together.

Clara checked the time on her phone and sighed.

“I should go.”

Elias nodded once.

But strangely, the shop already felt emptier before she even reached the door.

She put her coat back on slowly.

Then paused.

“Do you ever leave this place?”

“Sometimes.”

“That sounded unconvincing.”

“There’s a grocery store nearby.”

“That’s not emotionally healthy, Elias.”

He almost smiled again.

Almost.

Clara opened the door slightly before glancing back toward him.

“You know,” she said quietly, “I think lonely people recognize each other faster than anyone else.”

Then she stepped outside into the cold Alderwick afternoon.

The bell above the door rang softly behind her.

And suddenly the ticking clocks sounded louder than before.

For the rest of the afternoon, Elias could not focus properly.

Twice, he nearly misplaced tiny watch screws.
Once, he adjusted the wrong mechanism entirely.
That had never happened before.

He blamed the weather.

But deep down, he knew it wasn’t the weather.

The shop felt altered somehow.

As if Clara Bennett had walked in carrying warmth from another life and accidentally left traces of it behind.

By five o’clock, the streets outside had darkened again beneath heavy clouds. Alderwick’s evenings always arrived early near winter. Lamps flickered alive one by one along the harbor while distant shop signs glowed faintly through gathering fog.

Elias stood near the front window watching rain begin once more.

The town looked blurred and soft beneath the storm.

He should have closed early.

Most people stayed indoors during weather like this.

Instead, he returned to the workbench and opened Clara’s watch carefully beneath the yellow desk lamp.

Tiny droplets of water had reached the inner mechanism.

Delicate damage.

Repairable.

He worked slowly, almost absentmindedly, while jazz music played quietly from the old radio nearby.

Then suddenly—

The lights went out.

The entire shop fell dark.

Only the storm remained.

Rain hammered the windows violently while thunder shook the narrow street outside.

Elias sighed softly.

“Of course.”

Power outages were common during storms in Alderwick.

He reached beneath the counter for candles and matches, lighting several around the shop one by one.

Warm orange light slowly pushed against the darkness.

Shadows stretched long across the walls of clocks.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

Without electricity, the sounds seemed louder.

Lonelier.

The storm intensified further outside.

Then—

The bell above the door rang.

Elias looked up in surprise.

Clara stepped inside quickly, soaked from rain despite holding an umbrella.

“You’re still open?” she asked breathlessly.

“Technically no.”

“Good. I prefer emotionally unavailable businesses.”

Elias blinked once before quietly replying:

“You really do say strange things.”

“I’ve had a difficult year.”

Rainwater dripped from her coat onto the wooden floor.

“You’ll catch cold,” Elias said.

“That’s very British of you.”

“You’re shivering.”

“I’m dramatically shivering.”

Despite himself, Elias walked toward the back room and returned with a clean towel.

Clara looked genuinely surprised.

“You keep towels for customers?”

“No.”

That answer lingered between them for a second too long.

Clara accepted the towel carefully.

“Thank you.”

The candlelight softened everything around them.

Without electricity, the shop no longer felt like a business.

It felt personal.
Hidden.
Almost outside time itself.
Clara slowly dried her hair while glancing around at the flickering shadows of clocks along the walls.

“This place looks beautiful like this,” she whispered.

Elias placed another candle near the counter.

“It looks old.”

“Old things can still be beautiful.”

He looked at her briefly.

“You say that often.”

“Maybe because people forget it.”

Thunder cracked loudly overhead.

Clara flinched slightly.

“You afraid of storms?” Elias asked.

“No.”

She paused.

“Maybe a little.”

The honesty surprised him.

Most people hid small fears automatically.

Elias gestured lightly toward the chair near the workbench.

“You can wait here until the rain slows.”

“You sure?”

“It’s dangerous near the harbor during weather like this.”

“That almost sounded caring.”

“Don’t ruin the moment.”

Clara smiled softly and sat down.

For a while, neither of them spoke.

The storm filled the silence naturally.

Rain streamed heavily against the windows while candles flickered gently beside rows of silent clocks.

Elias continued repairing her watch beneath the dim light.

Clara watched him quietly.

“You really love this work, don’t you?”

“I understand it.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

Elias adjusted a tiny spring carefully.

“Machines are simpler than people.”

“People are only complicated because they’re scared.”

“Scared of what?”

“Hurting each other.”

The answer came immediately.

Too immediately.

Elias glanced toward her.

Clara stared at the rain outside.

Her expression looked distant now.

As though part of her had wandered somewhere painful.

“Did someone hurt you?” he asked quietly.

She smiled faintly.

“That’s a dangerous question during storms.”

“You don’t have to answer.”

“I know.”

Another silence.

Then finally—

“I was engaged once.”

Elias’s hands stopped moving.

Clara laughed softly at herself.

“That reaction makes it sound tragic.”

“Wasn’t it?”

She thought for a moment.

“I don’t think he was a bad person.”

“What happened then?”

“We slowly became strangers while pretending everything was fine.”

The candlelight reflected gently in her eyes.

“He loved the version of me that smiled all the time,” she continued quietly. “And I got tired pretending I wasn’t sad.”

Elias looked down at the watch parts scattered beneath his hands.

“So you left?”

“No.”

A small pause.

“He did.”

Rain struck the windows harder.

Somehow the storm made confessions easier.

Perhaps because weather loud enough could hide vulnerable voices.

Clara folded the towel neatly on her lap.

“Do you know what the strange part is?” she asked.

Elias looked toward her.

“I wasn’t angry when he left.”

“No?”

“I was relieved.”

The honesty in her voice felt painfully real.

“Because pretending to be okay every day is exhausting.”

Elias understood that sentence immediately.

Far too well.

The room grew quieter after that.

Not awkward.

Just honest.

Finally Clara tilted her head slightly.

“What about you?”

“What about me?”

“You live alone in a town full of fog repairing broken clocks.”

“That isn’t a question.”

“You know what I mean.”

Elias leaned back slightly in his chair.

Outside, lightning flashed across the harbor.

For a moment, the entire shop glowed white.

Then darkness returned again.

“There wasn’t really time for relationships after Noah disappeared,” he said quietly.

Clara listened carefully without interrupting.

“At first, people were supportive,” Elias continued. “Then years passed.”

“And everyone moved on.”

“Yes.”

“But you didn’t.”

Elias looked toward the candle flame beside him.

“No.”

The word barely sounded above the rain.

Clara studied him gently.

“You loved him very much.”

“He was my brother.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

Elias fell silent.

The truth sat heavily inside his chest.

Noah had been loud where Elias was quiet.
Fearless where Elias hesitated.
Warm where Elias withdrew.
Losing him had felt less like losing another person—

And more like losing the part of himself capable of lightness.

“I should’ve gone after him sooner that night,” Elias
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