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The Whispering Tide Clock
Corinne Valant
When the beloved tide clock in seaside Gullhaven falls silent, eleven-year-old Nora Finch follows lavender-scented clues into old boathouses and tidal tunnels. With Mr. Reed, Aunt Sal, Keon, and her dog Tuppence, she recovers the clock’s brass heart, faces a scheming planner, and helps the town hear itself again.
ProseHub


    
Bread, Bells, and the Tide Clock
Before sunrise, the bakery windows glowed the color of peaches. Flour drifted through the warm air like dust motes in a beam of light. Nora Finch pressed her palms into the dough and felt it push back, soft and alive. The long wooden table was dusted white; her apron was already the same. Beyond the open back door, gulls called and the sea breathed against the seawall of Gullhaven.
“Listen,” Gran Elsie said, lifting her chin. From the square came a hollow, steady ringing, five notes that rose and fell like waves. The tide clock chimed the hour and turned its brass moon a sliver more. “Right on time,” Gran said. “It’s never late, not once, not since my father’s day.”
Nora wiped her wrist on her apron and stepped to the door. Across the cobbles, at the center of the square, the tide clock stood taller than the fishmonger’s awning. Its wooden case was carved with scallops and tiny boats. Behind the glass face, blue numbers swam, marked HIGH and LOW, and a small silver fish moved with the hands. A plaque on a post in front read, Please do not touch the tide clock. Town ordinance.
She loved the sound it made inside the bakery. It settled the morning into neat pieces: bake, glaze, cool, sell. Today the square was half fog and half sunlight. A dog with a rusty coat curled beneath the clock’s bench, one ear twitching. He had no collar and always seemed to know where the last crumbs fell. Gran called him Tuppence for luck.
“Rolls next,” Gran Elsie said, sliding trays into the oven. “Mind the timer.”
“I have the tide clock,” Nora said without thinking, and Gran laughed. It was the kind of joke that belonged to them. In the early hours, the clock felt like a friend who watched the door.
The door bell jingled. Mr. Reed stepped in, carrying a tin lunch pail and a long, narrow umbrella. He had a straight back and careful hands. A broken wristwatch hung on a chain at his vest, and he wore it like a memory rather than a tool. Nora liked the way he talked to machines as if they could hear him.
“How’s the sea today?” he asked.
“Smells like boiled kelp,” Gran said, handing him a warm bun with apricot jam. “In a good way.”
Mr. Reed smiled, all the thin lines around his eyes lighting. “The clock sounded crisp,” he said. “Crisp is a good sign.” He ate standing up, turning once to look through the window at the tower in the square, as if listening to something the rest of them couldn’t hear.
By the time the sky got blue and gulls began to squabble over a fish tail by the fountain, the bakery was full. Mrs. Dallow wanted a rye loaf. The ferry captain wanted three pocket pies for the deckhands. Little Thommy asked for a cinnamon knot and smeared his nose with sugar while his mother pretended not to see. Nora moved between shelves and counter, tying twine and making change, feeling the rhythm of the morning settle under her feet like the beat of a drum.
Through the doorway she could see the square. A group of tourists took photos by the tide clock, standing on their toes to be the tallest thing in the picture. A scrawny boy chased bubbles. The clock’s moon disk turned, slow and sure. The silver fish hand clicked forward a notch.
“What happens if it stops?” Thommy asked, with the fearless curiosity that made grown-ups twitch.
“It doesn’t,” Nora said confidently. “My gran says it tells the water when to come in.”
Gran snorted. “It tells fishermen when to keep their boots dry. The sea listens to nothing but the moon.” Even as she said it, she glanced toward the square, like a sailor touching a charm before setting sail.
Outside, the rusty dog stretched, shook, and drifted off toward the docks. Nora watched him pause under the clock, head tilted. He seemed to be sniffing the wood around the base. When he pawed at a small wedge of paper stuck in a seam, a man in a navy coat shooed him gently away and tucked the note deeper out of sight. Nora couldn’t see the man’s face; only his hand, ink-stained, and the shiny heel of his boot.
“You see that?” she asked Mr. Reed, who had come back for another bun. He followed her gaze to the clock, then back to his lunch pail.
“You have sharp eyes,” he said. “Keep them that way.” He rapped his knuckles lightly on the counter as if it were wood and not marble. “Some things don’t like being watched.”
Nora half smiled. She liked being part of a secret, even if she didn’t know it yet. She took a tray of rolls to the window and breathed in the honeyed steam. Somewhere a bell buoy clanged out on the water, and the smell of kelp lifted under the sweet smell of bread.
When she turned back, a faint chalk shape caught her eye near the edge of the square: a little fish, drawn quick and smudged, with a dot for an eye, pointing toward the alley that led to the docks.
The morning thinned to noon. Heat gathered on the cobbles and made the fishmonger’s ice sparkle. Nora wiped the counter with a cloth that smelled of lemon and salt. The bakery’s clock ticked a flat, steady tick. The tide clock across the square breathed its round, soothing breaths.
Then the breath faltered.
It wasn’t loud, not like a stumble you could hear with your ears. It was more like a pause inside the room, inside Nora, the way you notice a missing sound and only understand it when it returns. Except it didn’t. The tide clock’s chime should have marked midday with a cheerful run of notes, the kind that made tourists stop chewing and listen. Instead there was one tone and a wobble, and then only the gulls.
Nora’s cloth went still in her hand. Mr. Reed turned his head like a bird catching a whisper. Gran Elsie whispered, “No,” to no one.
People in the square tilted their faces up as if rain had hit their cheeks. The ferry captain put his pies down on the bench without seeing. The mayor, who was very proud of his mayor’s sash even when he didn’t wear it, stepped up to the clock with a frown and tapped the glass. The silver fish hand quivered, then lay quiet at a place between LOW and HALF-RISE.
“You shouldn’t touch it,” Nora blurted from the bakery door before she could stop herself.
He turned, red-faced. “It’s my job to look official,” he said, but his hand slid away. “Anyone seen the keeper?”
“The keeper’s been gone these ten years,” Gran said under her breath. “Town handles it by committee now. Committees don’t wind springs.”
The rusty dog returned, sniffed the base again, and lay on the mayor’s shoe as if to say, Plant yourself. Mr. Reed stepped into the doorway and did not cross the square. His eyes were on the seams of the wood, the tiny screws, the hinge where the caretaker’s key would go if there was still a caretaker.
“Can you fix it?” Nora asked, as if he might fix everything that didn’t tick.
Mr. Reed’s face had gone still. “I could, if it were mine to touch. There’s a rule.” He nodded toward the plaque. “Though I sometimes wish rules would loosen their belts in an emergency.”
The mayor called for silence, and the silence was already there. “Everyone remain calm,” he said, more to himself. “We’ll… we’ll reconvene the Tide Committee.” Someone behind him groaned.
Nora looked down. Near the base, tucked where the dog had pawed earlier, that wedge of paper gleamed a little whiter against the old wood.
She stepped off the bakery stoop and crossed the warm stone, hearing every scuff of her shoe. “Nora,” Gran warned, but Nora only crouched, as if tying a lace. The mayor stepped left to talk to a tourist with a loud shirt. The rusty dog lifted his head and thumped his tail twice as if to approve a plan.
The note wasn’t easy to tug free. It had been slid under a tiny molding strip, and Nora had to work it gently until it gave. The paper was thick, the sort old people saved in drawers for letters, and it smelled faintly of lavender and the sea. She unfolded it by the corner.
Three words sat on the page, written in a careful hand that knew the pen well:
Time owes a debt.
Beneath, smaller: At low tide.
Her mouth felt dry in a way that had nothing to do with flour.
“Find something?” Mr. Reed asked from the doorway. His voice was calm, but it carried, like the first string plucked on a violin.
Nora folded the note small and slipped it into the pocket of her apron. “Just a… drawing,” she said, knowing how often grown-ups made small things into bigger things without help.
The mayor called to Mr. Reed. “Man of clocks! What’s your advice?”
Mr. Reed didn’t smile. “Don’t force it,” he said. “Don’t crowd it. Don’t pretend you hear what you don’t.” He touched the brim of his hat and retreated. Nora met his eyes for a moment and saw, not fear, but a listening.
Gran Elsie put a hand on Nora’s shoulder as she came back in. “Leave troubles to those who make them,” Gran murmured. Then, softer, “But if you do look, look kindly. Sometimes machines stop because someone is lonely.”
Nora nodded without nodding. In her pocket the note felt heavier than paper. She thought of the chalk fish pointing toward the dock alley. She thought of the dog’s nose pressed to the wood. She thought of the way the chime had wobbled, as if tripping over a word.
When the lunch rush faded and the oven exhaled the last heat of the day, Nora slipped a heel of bread into a napkin and whistled softly. Tuppence appeared beside the flour sacks as if conjured, head cocked, eyes as bright as marbles.
“Low tide,” Nora told him. The dog wagged. The sea breathed. The silver fish hand on the square’s silent clock did not move at all.

    
A Note at Low Tide
By late afternoon the tide had gone out enough to show wet steps on the seawall and the glistening ribs of old pilings. The smell changed from bread to brine. Nora wiped her hands, told Gran she was going to fetch more salt, and slipped away with a tin pail that clinked as if it were telling the truth.
The alley beside the fishmonger was narrow and cool. Chalky scales stuck to the stone and left a ghostly shimmer on Nora’s fingers when she ran her hand along the wall. The chalk fish she had noticed earlier pointed like an arrow toward the docks, its tail smudged, its eye still a black dot.
Tuppence padded a step ahead and then two behind, uncertain about being leader. When they reached the end of the alley, the world opened into ropes and crates and the slit water between boats. Nora knelt at the edge, and the dog leaned his nose so close to the sea that his whiskers went salty.
The first clue wasn’t tucked under a rock like in stories. It was bigger and sadder and right in front of her: a loose panel on the side of the old boathouse, its nail heads bent back as if someone had pried them recently. Behind it, a narrow space led into shadow.
Nora put the pail down. “Stay,” she told the dog. Tuppence sat and promptly scooted forward, which for him was trying. The space smelled of tar and old rope, the kind that remembers knots. Nora slid sideways, dusty boards brushing her shoulders.
Inside, the light changed to that greenish kind that makes you speak softer. Nets hung like tired curtains. A bulletin board held notices for lost oars, music nights at the pub, and a faded card with a tiny tide chart printed on it. Someone had drawn a circle around this night’s low, and next to it, a small ink fish, the same quick shape as in the square.
One more thing: a smear of lavender on the edge of the board. The note by the clock had smelled of lavender. Nora lifted it to her nose; the scent was clear as a bell.
Her fingers brushed a bit of grit on the floor. It wasn’t grit. It was a metal shaving, thin as a hair and curled like a question mark. She put it in the pail. She tapped her nails against the boathouse wall and heard a hollow timber tone in one place and a thick, solid thump in another.
She was not alone in the green light. “Don’t trouble yourself,” a voice said behind her, and Nora turned fast, knocking her shoulder into a hanging float.
A woman stood in the doorway holding a coil of line. Her hair was a frizz of gray and salt, and her boots had barnacles of dried mud. Nora knew her as Aunt Sal, though they weren’t family. Aunt Sal knew more about the tide than the mayor knew about his sash.
“You aren’t supposed to be in here,” Aunt Sal said, but not angrily. “Your gran would bake me into a pie.”
“I was looking for extra salt,” Nora said. She heard how thin that sounded.
Aunt Sal set the coil down on a barrel and sniffed, one nostril like a wary gull’s eye. “And you found a tide card and a curl of metal. You’re your mother’s child right enough. She’d poke a stick into the sea to make sure it was wet.” She crossed to the board and touched the circle around the tide time. “It’ll be low enough to show the first stones of the old causeway,” she said. “That’s when the sea gives up what it took by accident.”
“Or by plan?” Nora asked.
Aunt Sal looked at her then, really looked. “What’s in your pocket?”
Nora took out the folded paper. It left a little lavender on her fingers. Aunt Sal read it and made the kind of face someone makes at a clue too well behaved to be honest.
“Time owes a debt,” she repeated. “Whose time? Who owes?” She slipped the note back, and her work-rough hand was gentler than Nora expected. “Go home before dark, chick. Low tide will wait for you even if you ignore it, but I don’t like the look of this.” She picked up her coil again. “If you must chase debts, bring someone who can hear slow things. The sea’s full of people who only hear splash. The quiet parts are where the truth lives.”
“Mr. Reed?” Nora said.
Aunt Sal nodded once. “He hears slow things.”
On the way back through the alley, Nora’s pail clinked with the little shaving and nothing else. Tuppence trotted at her heel, toe nails clicking. The square had thinned out. The mayor had put a velvet rope around the tide clock as if it were a museum piece. Children slowed to stare and then were hurried past by mothers on errands.
Mr. Reed sat on the bench across from the bakery, umbrella upright like a cane. He watched a sparrow hop and tilt its head. He looked content to be patient until the next century, if the next century came to him on time.
“I found this,” Nora said, holding out the little curl of metal. “And this.” She touched her pocket.
Mr. Reed took the shaving between two careful fingers and held it up to the light. He didn’t ask where she’d been. He didn’t scold or joke. “That,” he said, “is brass from a gear tooth. Very small, very fine. Someone has been filing something.” He put it in her pail, then looked at her pocket.
She unfolded the note. He didn’t take it; his eyes read it where it lay. The corner of his mouth jumped once, barely. “At low tide,” he repeated. “Convenient for someone who doesn’t want to swim.” He lowered his voice. “The last time that door was opened was on the day the keeper left. The key went with him.”
“Door?”
Mr. Reed nodded toward the base of the tide clock. “There’s a panel, hidden in the carving. Behind it, the heart that makes it keep the sea’s rhythm. The brass heart, they called it when they first built it, because tones like that clock’s chime come from a shaped bell and a tuned spring. It’s more than a bell. It’s a promise.”
“Can it go missing?” Nora asked. Her throat felt tight. The clock was the town’s shore; how could a shore be missing?
“It can be silenced,” Mr. Reed said. “If someone knows where to touch and how hard.” He set his umbrella across his knees. “There used to be a journal. The tidekeeper wrote in it when he made repairs. It might tell us where a second key is, if he left one. People who tend to time are rarely foolish enough to make only two copies of anything.”
“Library?” Nora guessed.
“Or my shop,” he said. “I bought a box of old papers when the keeper’s house was cleared. Most were receipts for oil and vinegar. I kept them anyway. Receipts speak about what people thought was worth buying.” He stood. “Seven o’clock?”
“Low tide is at seven sixteen,” Nora said before she could stop herself. Aunt Sal would have been pleased.
“Then seven o’clock,” Mr. Reed said. “Bring your dog.” He tapped the bench twice, as if the wood also needed to be included in the plan.
Nora went back into the bakery as the evening baked into the stone. Gran watched her bustle and did not ask questions she could not answer. At six fifty-five, Gran handed her a small lantern with a wick the size of a ladybug.
“For seeing slow things,” Gran said, as if she had been part of the conversation all along. “Mind your steps. Water doesn’t wait when you forget it has a job.”
Nora hugged her quickly. Tuppence wagged so hard his whole back end turned. At seven sharp, they crossed the square toward Mr. Reed’s narrow shop with the sign that read Time and Tuning.
Inside Mr. Reed’s shop it was always twilight, even at noon. Shelves held clocks with faces like sleepy masks, stacked in layers like a city of time. On a small table sat a brass horn shaped like a curled leaf, with a rubber ear piece. Mr. Reed picked it up and held it to his chest as if comforting it.
“This,” he said, “is for listening to tiny ticks. Some clocks tick out loud. Some only whisper if they’re shy or scolded. This will let you hear whatever the tide clock is saying, once we get close.” He handed the horn to Nora and a small cloth bag. Inside was a thin, old-fashioned key and a pencil.
“I don’t have the key to the clock,” Nora said, confused.
“This won’t open the tide clock,” Mr. Reed said. “It will open something else that will help. The tidekeeper’s journal, if it is where I think. His house is boarded, but he loved the library more than his own kitchen. He used to hide things there like people hid sweets.” He took a lantern and his narrow umbrella. “We must ask the library’s floorboards to cooperate.”
They walked quickly through streets that smelled of stew and wet rope. The library sat by the church, brick shouldered and warm in the last light. Ms. Hart, the librarian, was closing shutters when she saw Mr. Reed.
“If you bring me a clock right now, I shall have to fine you for disturbing the peace,” she said, smiling like a cliff weathering another day of waves.
“Only questions,” Mr. Reed said. “About the tidekeeper.”
Ms. Hart looked at Nora’s lantern, then at her dog. “Questions can be dangerous,” she said. “They make ladders where there were none.” But she unlatched the door and let them in. The library smelled like leather and old rain. Their steps echoed without trying.
“The keeper sat over there,” she said softly. “By the window with the glass that’s bubbled like sugar. He wrote tiny, neat letters in a book with a green spine.” She peered into the dim rows. “Perhaps he hid it too well.”
Nora’s fingers tightened around the cloth bag. “Did he ever hide things in the floor?”
Ms. Hart glanced at Mr. Reed. “She is her mother’s child.” She stooped behind the desk and slid a low drawer all the way out. In the hollow beneath lay a small brass plate with two screws. Mr. Reed turned them quick and quiet. The plate lifted to show a shallow space that smelled like dust and ocean.
Inside, wrapped in oiled cloth, was a journal with a green spine.

    
Low Tide Letters
Nora lifted the journal like she might lift a sleeping bird. The cover was soft with handling, the corners rounded. When she opened it, the paper made a sound like a breath taken after a long silence. Inside, neat rows of letters marched, date after date, small diagrams of gears and notes in the margin.
Ms. Hart leaned on the desk with her chin on her knuckles, as if she were thirteen. Mr. Reed stood at Nora’s shoulder, the light making a window of his glasses. Tuppence lay with his chin on his paws but kept one ear ready for a miracle.
“‘Week of midsummer,’” Nora read. “‘Adjusted bell spring. Oiled main. Added small fish hand to improve reading at a distance. Hid second key as insurance against calamity. Gave main key to the mayor as insurance against pride.’” She lifted her eyebrows. “He liked insurance.”
“Pride breaks more clocks than dust,” Mr. Reed murmured.
Nora turned a page. “‘Second key hidden under the first step of the tunnel stair by the old culvert. The one with the iron ring.’” She stopped. Her skin tingled like when you stand too near a thunderstorm. She had seen an iron ring at the edge of the seawall when the tide ran out far enough. Kids had used it to tie pretend boats.
Ms. Hart closed her eyes briefly as if to say thank you to the keeper for still keeping watch. “You can put the drawer back tomorrow,” she told Mr. Reed. “I won’t see anything that isn’t there.” She took a piece of chalk and wrote on her blotter pad in pretty letters: Lock the front door twice.
Back outside, the light had gone from gold to silver. The sea lay lower, showing more stones, their slick black backs like resting seals. The iron ring showed, rust the color of dried blood. The space around it smelled of old rain and something metal.
“Hold the lantern,” Mr. Reed said. He gripped the ring and pulled. It resisted, then came up with a sigh like a drawer unsticking. Stone grated against stone. A square of darkness appeared, stair steep and narrow, leading down.
Tuppence gave a small, involuntary whine.
“We will not go far,” Mr. Reed told him in the same voice he used on clocks. “And we will not ask the water to do anything but be itself.”
They went single file. The walls were damp. Salt crystals glittered like frost in the lantern’s halo. Nora put one hand on the cold stone, feeling for the first step under the first step. Her fingers brushed a different texture, a piece of wood set into stone. She dug with her nails until a small lid came free.
Below lay a key, older than Mr. Reed, older than Gran Elsie’s rye recipe, wrapped in oiled cloth and smelling of lavender.
“Lavender again,” Nora whispered. The scent felt like a thread drawn through the town, tying the boathouse to the clock to this quiet place. Mr. Reed lifted the key gently, as if the stone might decide it wanted it back, then wrapped it in his handkerchief and slipped it into his pocket like a promise.
They climbed back up. When the square opened again above their heads, the night air felt huge and clean. A few stars had popped out. Ms. Hart stood in the library doorway as if she had been guarding their absence from worry. She lifted a hand and went inside.
“Now the listening,” Mr. Reed said. He handed Nora the brass listening horn. “The bass notes are easy to hear: the sea, the wind, feet. This will help you find the thin notes: oil in a hinge, breath through a reed, a spring pulled too tight or let too loose. Aim the leaf end at what you wish to hear.”
The tide clock loomed in silence. The mayor had gone home, and the velvet rope drooped in the middle like a tired smile. Tuppence sniffed and sat, settling his haunches with the seriousness of a judge.
Nora lifted the horn to the seam along the base where the panel lay. At first she heard only her own breath, made thin by the horn. Then she heard a tiny sound, not tick, not tock. It was a scrape, like a letter being written very slowly. Scrape, pause. Scrape, pause.
“Someone filed something,” she said. She aimed higher. The scrape vanished. She slid the horn in small arcs. In one spot, low and left, the horn gave her a different sound: a hush, like a breath through cloth. The smell of lavender came with it, so faint she wondered if she only imagined it. “Here,” she said.
Mr. Reed used the second key. It fit the hidden keyhole like the last piece of a puzzle. The panel opened on careful hinges. Inside, the lantern showed a small chamber, as neat as a pocket. A coil of spring gleamed. A bell sat like a sitting bird. Where something round should have nestled, there was a pale mark.
“The heart,” Mr. Reed said simply. “Gone.”
There, in the dust of the wooden shelf where it had lain for years, a thumbprint had smudged the pale shape. The thumbprint had a crescent of lavender dust at its edge, as if the thief had just handled a sachet or rubbed a wrist on a drawer.
Nora looked at the edges. The wood around the bell was scratched in long, thin marks. Someone had slid something heavy out carefully. The scratches were fresh. She touched one with a fingernail; it was sharp at the edges, not yet softened by dust. “It was today,” she said.
“Before noon,” Mr. Reed agreed. “They filed a bit, kept it silent till they were ready, then took the heart so that fixing it would not be simple.” He lifted the listening horn and held it to the empty cradle. “We will have to ask the town where the heart went.”
They did not ask the town by screaming. They went to Aunt Sal, who had a way of talking to empty spaces like they were full of shy things. She listened to Nora’s account, rolled her eyes at the mayor, and sniffed twice at the base of the clock.
“Lavender’s not a dock smell,” she said. “It lives in windowsills with teacups. Someone who works on land is in the water’s business.” She clicked her tongue. “Tonight the tunnels will be walkable for a little while. The smugglers used them when my mother’s mother was young. Anyone with a cart to move something heavy and delicate will use the same path. We’ll meet at the storm grate by the old pump at seven twenty. Bring rope. And your slow ears.”
Nora went back to the bakery for rope. Gran packed cheese and two apples and then looked directly at Nora as if saying something without saying it. “I know you cannot help how you are,” she said simply. She tied a scarf around Nora’s neck, bright as a buoy. “Pick your friends. Pick your steps.”
At seven fifteen the square seemed to listen too. Water whispered in the culverts; the grate by the old pump exhaled a damp breath. Mr. Reed arrived with his umbrella and the horn. Aunt Sal came with a coil bigger than before. A boy from the docks named Keon, a year older than Nora, appeared with a battered flashlight and a grin he couldn’t hide.
“You’ll need someone who can crawl under things,” he said. “Also, I can hold the dog.” Tuppence wagged at him like they already had a game.
Aunt Sal pried the grate with a pry bar. The smell rolled up: old leaves, iron, a little mildew, and the clean, mineral smell of low tide. They went down in order: Aunt Sal first, Mr. Reed second, Nora, then Keon with Tuppence’s rope leash looped around his wrist.
The tunnel said hush with its wet bricks. Their light made coins on the walls. Somewhere deeper, a drip dripped. In the pools at the side, tiny crabs skittered from their shadows. Nora held the horn like a trumpet from another world and pointed it toward side passages. At first, only the old city spoke: trickles, rattles, a soft groan from a rotten beam. Then, a different note: a faint, pure ringing, almost too high to call a ring at all.
“The heart,” Nora breathed. The sound came in pulses, not steady. “Someone’s moving it. It sings when it worries.”
They moved faster, feet slapping. The tunnel turned left, then right, narrowed, then opened into a brick room where a rusted ladder climbed to a bolted hatch. The sound was closer, then away, like a firefly that likes to tease. Nora aimed the horn up one branch and then the other. The ringing went away. She aimed left. It swelled.
“This way,” she said, and Aunt Sal did not argue.
They slid along a low passage that made them all smaller, even Aunt Sal. At a bend, the floor dropped a little and the water tilted in a way that made Tuppence plant his paws. Nora felt the pull in her ankles. The lantern showed a slick smear like a slug trail along the edge: grease.
“Cart wheels,” Keon said, poking a finger at the smear and wrinkling his nose. “Someone was careful and hurried.”
The ring came stronger now, quick little pips like a bird trapped under a hat. Nora’s stomach flipped in a way both bad and good. They reached a place where a side tunnel opened with a gate of old iron, its lock gone. Beyond, boards stacked on each other made a clumsy door. Aunt Sal put her shoulder to it, and it gave, creaking like a bed in an old house.
Inside was a little den of thieves, except it wasn’t shiny like in stories. It was a dry patch of brick with some crates and a lantern and a workbench made from a door laid over nail kegs. On the bench sat a small, round bundle wrapped in oiled cloth and tied with a lavender ribbon. The ribbon’s knot had a neat twist that looked like somebody who had tied a lot of neat things.
“The heart,” Nora whispered, and went forward, the horn lead of Mr. Reed over her shoulder like a sash. The ring in the horn squealed a happy note that made Tuppence sneeze.
“Don’t touch that,” said a voice from the darkness beyond the workbench. It was a pleasant voice, the kind men at meetings used to ask for volunteers. A man stepped forward and lit another lantern with a match struck on his thumbnail. The light showed a neat beard, a navy coat, and hands that looked like they’d rather count than carry. Nora had seen those hands tuck a note beneath a molding.
“Mr. Harrow,” Aunt Sal said flatly. “I should have guessed. You’ve never met a seawall you didn’t want to replace with a gate.”
Clive Harrow owned the salvage yard and a small company that liked to draw new lines on maps. He smiled like someone who would rather not get wet. “I prefer things that run on schedule,” he said. “And not schedules made by old moods.” He nodded toward the wrapped bundle. “I was going to borrow it. It will be returned.”
Mr. Reed’s umbrella made a soft thunk on the floor. “A clock without its heart does not keep its promise,” he said. “You’ve robbed more than brass.”
Clive held up a hand. “I have a vote on the Tide Committee next week. The festival brings in money, but it also shuts down the harbor for two days. With the clock out, they’ll postpone, and we’ll… reconsider the pier. We need a modern dock, not a superstition on legs. It’s just a nudge.” His smile went tight. “You can all be part of something better.”
Tuppence growled, a sound like a small engine. Aunt Sal put her hand on his back, and his growl lowered but did not go away.

    
The Tunnels Under Town
“A nudge with a ribbon,” Nora said. She stepped closer to the bench before she knew she had moved. The lavender smell made her eyes water. She imagined the clock without its voice and felt the square go hollow. “You made the note. You circled the tide time. You filed the screws and oiled the hinges so it would be quiet. Tuppence smelled you. Lavender lives in your office.”
Clive didn’t blink at a child’s accusation. Instead, he shook his head, a patient teacher. “Notes move people. Silence is a tool. I’ve done nothing dangerous. I found a safe place, I waited for low tide, and I took a piece of old machinery that belongs to the town I plan to improve. Tomorrow, if my meeting goes well, I’ll put it back. No harm done.” He lifted the lantern higher and glanced at Aunt Sal. “Come on, Sal. You’ve fixed a net by cutting it.”
Aunt Sal’s mouth twitched like a fish trying to spit a hook. “You cut the town’s front door for your own keys,” she said. “That’s not fixing.”
Mr. Reed moved his umbrella a fraction, enough to show a piece of steel in his eyes. “Return it now.”
Clive’s smile froze. He touched the bundle gently, but he did not push it across the table. “You’re all bold when my lanterns are lit. But you came through the culvert, and the tide won’t wait for your speeches. I know it better than you think.” He nodded toward a small pocket watch he set on the bench, clicking the lid open. It had a tiny new scratch along its edge. “Seven thirty-eight. Water rises at seven forty-five here. The lock at the other end is still bolted. We’re all stuck together for ten minutes, and then I’ll be the one on higher ground.”
Keon made a sound that might, later, be called a laugh. “Except we’ve got rope. And dogs.” Tuppence wagged at being included.
Nora felt the push of time in her elbows. The horn sang its high note, eager and anxious. She looked at the crates stacked by the far wall. Someone had dragged them across the bricks. The scrape marks pointed to a little slit, barely a hand wide, where the water sighed.
She spoke without thinking. “Keon, can you fit through there?”
Keon squinted. “If I stop breathing.“
“Don’t stop breathing,” Aunt Sal said. “Mr. Reed?”
He had been studying the ceiling. “That hatch we passed has a twin here,” he said. “If we can open it from this side, we can let water pass through and equalize faster. Or we open the bolt and not drown. Those are our choices.” He lifted the umbrella and tapped the bricks. “There.”
Clive lifted his lantern and made a small, involuntary sound. “You don’t know the bricks like I do.”
“No,” Mr. Reed said calmly. “But I know small signs of large forces, and this wall bows like a note under pressure.”
Aunt Sal put her hands on the bowing place and felt the tremble of the wall like a heartbeat. “We’ll open the bolt,” she said. “Keon, you go with the rope. Nora, you and I will brace the crates. Mr. Reed, when that latch shows its face, you sweet-talk it.” She spat on her hands as if they were oars. “Clive, if you care one grain about this town, you’ll hold that lantern and not say words.”
Clive swallowed and held the light.
They moved as if they had practiced it on other problems. Keon went flat, rib by rib, under a crate, into the slit, the rope around his waist, Tuppence whining in small dog syllables. Two crates shifted under Aunt Sal’s arms and feet as if they had opinions about their positions. Nora’s palms stung as she shoved one into place to hold the gap where it would help and not hurt.
The horn at Nora’s throat sang higher. The oiled bundle on the bench trembled on the edge. A drop of water winked on the wall in a place that had been dry. Keon’s foot vanished, his shoe sole slick as a fish. His breath came back to them through the slit as hot puffs.
“I feel the bolt,” he grunted. “It hates me.”
“Tell it you like its hat,” Mr. Reed suggested, voice absurd and steady. His umbrella tip ticked against the brick. “People yield to flattery. So do latches.”
Keon laughed once and then gasped. “It moved! No, it didn’t. It’s rusted to itself.”
“Use the rope,” Aunt Sal said. “Wrap and pull.”
They heard rope bite metal. They heard Keon’s bare teeth in his voice. They heard the old wall give a sigh like a grandmother climbing a step. Then a clang.
Water leaned into the room, not a rush but a firm shoulder. The horn dropped a note like relief. In the same second, Clive tried to grab the bundle and run for the gate.
Nora was closer. She put her hand on the oiled cloth and felt the hard curve inside. “No,” she said, and for once a child’s no was as heavy as a grown-up’s. Aunt Sal moved without moving, her arm a tide rope across Clive’s chest. Mr. Reed did something neat with his umbrella that put its hooked handle firmly around Clive’s wrist.
“You’re under arrest,” Keon said from the hole where his face had now reappeared, smeared with brick dust and triumph.
“We don’t arrest here,” Aunt Sal said. “We look our neighbors in the eye and ask what they think they’re doing and hope they have shame left.” She looked at Clive. His face did not show shame yet. It showed calculation and a fleck of fear.
“Fine,” he said, tugging uselessly at the umbrella hook. “Take it. I’ll argue later in a room with chairs.”
“You’ll carry it,” Mr. Reed said. He had the look of a person who has decided the next part of his day and nothing will change it. He loosened the hook from Clive’s wrist and, for a moment, let the man be completely free, which seemed to disorient him more than force would have. Mr. Reed lifted the bundle and placed it, very gently, in Clive’s hands. “You’ll carry it to the square, and you’ll not trip once.”
Clive stared. “I could run.”
“You could try,” Aunt Sal said. “But that hole bites ankles, and the tide tells me secrets. Also, the dog likes your trousers.” Tuppence bared a polite amount of tooth.
They went back the way they had come, the tunnel making their lanterns into halos and then hiding them. The passage sloped a little, just enough to make Clive hold the bundle tighter and breathe with caution. The water kissed their boots but did not bite. On the ladder, his long legs made it easier for him than for Aunt Sal, so he held the bundle braced against his chest like you do with a sleeping baby when you decide you don’t care who sees you be gentle.
When they stepped into the night air, Nora could have leaned down and kissed the cobbles. The square was the square again, not an idea. The velvet rope hung there like a silly thing someone had forgotten to put away. Stars crowded in to see.
“Open it,” Aunt Sal said.
Clive untied the lavender ribbon with fingers that did not belong to him when he tied the knot. The oiled cloth peeled back with a sigh. Inside lay the heart: a round plate, not flat but subtly shaped to make certain tones, a small post centered at the back to sit into its cradle. It glowed in the lantern light like old honey.
Mr. Reed lifted it as if it had a sore ankle. “You’re coming home,” he told it, and Nora didn’t even think that was odd. Some things need to be told where they are.
In the clock’s opened belly, the cradle waited, the ghost of the heart traced on the wood. Mr. Reed passed the listening horn to Nora. “Tell me when it sings.”
He set the heart and turned it, the way you turn a key that you’ve used since childhood. The post slid into place and the plate kissed its braces. Nora heard it in the horn: not music, not yet, but a breath behind glass. “There,” she whispered.
Mr. Reed wound the spring half a turn and no more. He touched a small lever. “We’ll let it find itself,” he said.
Nora held her breath and then laughed at herself and let it out again. The clock’s bell answered her with a single clear tone, like a silver spoon tapped once. Then another, and another, stepping carefully around a memory. The silver fish hand quivered, lifted, and began to creep toward RISE.
The sound spread into the square with a kind of shiver. Windows opened. People leaned out. The ferry captain came at a jog without meaning to. Ms. Hart arrived clutching a book as if she had run out without putting it down. The mayor came with his sash on crooked.
“It’s back,” someone said, and it wasn’t just about the clock.
Clive stood a step behind, his hands empty and a little useless. Aunt Sal folded the lavender ribbon into her pocket. Mr. Reed closed the panel and locked it with the second key. He did not take his hand from the wood for a moment after the lock clicked, as if he were feeling the beat through his palm.
The mayor drew himself up like a person who has found a podium. “Mr. Reed, our thanks,” he said. “And… and Nora Finch, I see you there. And Aunt Sal. And Keon. And Tuppence.” He swallowed and set his sash straight. “Mr. Harrow, what have you to say?”
Clive glanced around at faces he had seen all his life. He made a small gesture with his right hand that might have been apology in a better man. “I wanted the pier to pass the vote,” he said. “I thought a quiet clock would make people listen to my plan instead of their feelings. I was wrong. I used the wrong kind of silence.”
People murmured like a tide turning. Ms. Hart said nothing aloud, but she made a little mark in the air with her finger, like a librarian checking a book back in.
“Your plan can be argued in a hall with chairs,” Aunt Sal said. “Your hands will argue with a broom at dawn. You’ll scrub the tide stairs for a month.” She met his eyes without blinking. “You like schedules. We’ll make you one.”
The mayor coughed and then nodded as if he had thought of that himself. “Yes. Community service.” He brightened, relieved to wear the words. “And you will pay to repair the carvings you filed. With a craftsman from here.”
Clive’s shoulders lowered. He nodded once. He looked younger, and not in a good way.
Mr. Reed handed the second key to Ms. Hart. “For safekeeping among stories,” he said. “Places that keep letters also keep time.”
Gran Elsie arrived with a tray of buns because that was what she brought to emergencies. She kissed Nora’s forehead with flour still on her cheek. “You picked your friends,” she said softly.
The clock chimed midnight as if it had never been shy. The notes climbed and fell and settled in the chest. Tuppence curled at the base like a guard made of rust and warmth. Nora leaned her ear against the wood and heard, not magic, not mystery, but all the days she had ever spent turning dough in the light of this square. It sounded like home finding its own voice again.

    
When Tides Find Their Voice
Morning came clean, the way it does after a trouble breaks like a storm and runs off. The bakery smelled of warm apples and cinnamon. Nora woke before Gran’s rooster alarm, as if the clock’s midnight song had wound her too. Tuppence snored softly under the kitchen table, paws twitching like he was chasing something that liked to be caught.
At first light, Nora and Gran carried a basket of rolls to the square. Mr. Reed was already there, jacket off, sleeves rolled, the tide clock’s door open like a mouth smiling at a dentist. He held a tiny brush and a bottle of oil. “She rang a little sharp on the third note,” he said. “Just a hair.” He touched a screw that looked like a grain of pepper and listened with his head tilted.
“Do you hear it?” Nora asked, too loud.
He smiled. “I hear your stomach. Give me a roll.”
They sat on the bench while he made the third note right. The sun found the brass numbers and made them bright as coins in water. Aunt Sal came by with her rope slung like a sash and thumped Clive Harrow on the shoulder as he scrubbed the tide stairs with a stiff brush and a red face. He did not complain. He did not make speeches. That was something.
The mayor had put up a poster: Sea Festival: On Time. He’d underlined it twice. Ms. Hart taped a smaller note beside it in neat letters: Thank you, listeners.
“Will it stay safe?” Nora asked, nodding toward the locked door.
“Safe and watched,” Mr. Reed said. “We’ve been reminded. Sometimes that’s the best repair.” He tightened one more thing and shut the door. The lock clicked home, as satisfying as a well-baked crust.
Keon appeared with two cups of lemonade he had traded for stacking crates at the market. “I still can’t feel my ribs,” he said cheerfully, and then, “They want me to help set up the lantern boats for the parade tonight. You coming?”
“After the morning rush,” Nora said. “I’ll tie you a knot that doesn’t slip even on a dare.”
He grinned. “I’ll believe it when I can’t untie it.” He whistled for Tuppence, who lifted his head, considered the sun, and decided yes.
Mr. Reed cleared his throat and held out the brass listening horn. “For when you need to hear slow things,” he said. “On loan.”
Nora cupped it with both hands. It felt heavy and right. “I’ll bring it back,” she promised.
“You’ll bring it when it wants to visit,” he said, as if the horn made its own calendar.
The day filled itself with busy hands. Gran braided dough for festival loaves and baked them with sugar that cracked under teeth. Nora served tourists who wanted to see the clock that had stopped and started like a story. She answered questions without telling the parts that belonged to tunnels and lavender. Keon hauled lanterns to the harbor and came back smelling of rope and river light. Ms. Hart organized a corner of the library into a tiny exhibit on the tidekeeper’s journal, which she displayed under glass with a note that said: Please do not touch, but please look closely.
Clive’s brush made a steady hssh across the stone. He stopped twice to bend and rub a spot until it shone. Once, he looked up and caught Nora watching him. He didn’t smile. He lifted his chin, barely, and went back to work. It wasn’t forgiveness, not yet. It was the first step of a ladder.
Aunt Sal stacked clean buckets and whistled a tune that matched the clock’s second note. The ferry captain, who had never been good at secrets, told anyone who would listen how a girl and a dog and some stubborn friends had brought the town’s breath back. Nora hid behind the flour bin twice and then came out because hiding made her feel like a person in a story she didn’t like.
At dusk, the square glowed with strings of lights. Children ran with paper fish on sticks. The tide clock chimed from HIGH to FALL with a confidence that made people stand up a little straighter. The moon rose plump and pleased, and the sea took notice.
“Ready?” Keon asked, appearing like he knew where she’d be at every moment. He held out a paper boat with a candle cup nestled in rice.
Nora nodded. Gran wiped her hands and hugged both of them with that wide, encompassing way she had. “Don’t tip in, or tip in and laugh,” she said. “Bring me back stories that smell like salt.”
They walked to the pier. The lantern boats bumped and whispered against each other, a floating village waiting to set out. Aunt Sal stood on the edge, hands on hips, calling out when to let go so they wouldn’t tangle. Mr. Reed was there, too, the umbrella now a shepherd’s staff.
“Tonight,” he said, “the clock listens to the sea sing to itself.” He looked at Nora as if she had tuned something in him too.
Nora and Keon knelt and set their boat on the water. The candle wavered and then steadied, a brave bead of light. Tuppence licked Nora’s knuckle and sneezed at the salt. The boats drifted out together, forming a line that curved like a smile.
The tide clock’s chime rolled out over the harbor, notes settling over the boats like a coverlet. People went quiet. In the hush, Nora put the brass horn to her ear and pointed it toward the water.
She heard things no one else could hear at that moment. She heard the lanterns’ tiny wicks sputter and then hum. She heard barnacles clack their mouths. She heard the low stone of the seawall say to the water, I have stood; you have moved; together we make this edge. She heard the heart of the clock answer with its small, proud voice. It was not louder than anything. It was a thread that tied things together.
“Do you hear it?” Keon whispered.
“I do,” she said. Her eyes stung for no reason she could explain. “It sounds like everyone taking a breath at the same time and nobody minding that they are heard.”
Behind them a small cough that was not a cough. Clive Harrow stood with his sleeves wet to the elbow, shoes off, hair damp from leaning over the tide stairs. He held no clipboard, no plans, no ribbon. Just a towel. He looked at the boats, then at the clock.
“I built things that forgot to listen,” he said, not to anyone and to all of them. “I won’t do that again.”
Aunt Sal answered without turning. “You’ll work hard and we’ll see.” It was not unkind. It was exact.
The lantern boats slid past the end of the pier and out toward the dark line where the river met the bay, and the stars made copies of themselves on the black water. Children cheered when a fish jumped, silver and silly. The ferry captain cried openly and blamed the wind.
Nora lowered the horn and folded it into her lap like a resting pet. For a moment, she saw the tunnel again, the wall breathing, Keon’s dusty grin, Mr. Reed’s umbrella hook. She felt the weight of the bundle in her hands as if it had been hers, and then the lightness when it was back where it belonged.
Gran’s scarf was warm around her neck, bright in the dusk. She touched the knot. It held.
Later, after the parade and the songs that made people dance badly and happily, after the last bun went to a child who was too shy to ask, Nora walked with Mr. Reed to the square one more time. The town had thinned to a few lingering voices. The clock chimed the half hour softly, as if it knew the night’s work was done.
Mr. Reed unlocked the small panel and checked a screw that did not need checking. Old habits. He looked at Nora as if measuring her height against the clock’s carved boats. “The town will talk about this for a while,” he said. “They will tell it wrong and right and with extra dogs. That’s fine. What we will keep is the way our feet knew where to go.” He paused. “Would you like to apprentice in my shop sometimes? Not instead of bread. In addition to. Time and bread belong in the same basket.”
Nora’s yes came out as a laugh. “I want to hear slow things,” she said. “And fix them when they forget who they are.”
“The first skill is to listen,” he said, and held up the horn. “And to return what isn’t yours, when it has had its visit.” He placed it in her hands, and then, after a moment, he took it back and hung it on its hook inside the clock’s door, just for a second, as if letting it see a cousin. “Tomorrow,” he said. “We will wind the town together, a click at a time.”
She looked up at the moon disk, bright as a clean plate. The silver fish hand slid with patient cheer. Up in the bakery window, Gran waved. Keon ran past with a paper fish that had lost its stick. Tuppence chased his own tail and then lay panting with satisfaction.
Nora touched the plaque that said Please do not touch and smiled at the way rules sometimes make sense and sometimes make shade. She would touch when she was asked. She would listen when listening was needed. She would keep a rope coiled and a lantern with a tiny, brave flame.
The clock breathed, and the town breathed. The sea said goodnight against the seawall, and the gulls tucked their heads under their wings. Time didn’t owe anything anymore. It paid what it owed in notes and in the way cobbles shine after being washed. Nora’s heartbeat matched the clock’s for a moment and then went its own way, and that was right.
When she fell asleep later with flour still in the lines of her palms, the sound she dreamed was not a chime or a roar. It was the soft, sure whisper of something finding where it fit and staying there, at last, and the knowledge that if it forgot, she would be there to help it remember.
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