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Chapter One- Time is Relevant

Time Flies, don’t blink twice or you’ll miss it. Or at least that’s what my granny used to say. In Tennessee, time wears mud on its boots and leaves ring-shaped stains on oak tables; it creeps under screen doors with the humidity and hums of cicadas until you forget it’s there at all. People measure it in baked pies and baptisms, in where the kudzu has crawled by August, in how long you can stand in the river before your ankles go numb.

I grew up believing time was polite- slow and neighborly, like Ms. Dot at the post office with her bowl of candy. That belief died the day the clock skipped a minute while I was looking. Not the usual, blink and its gone but like it literally hopped-like the minute refused to step where it had just been. The coffee in my cup trembled, and the world pressed in around my ribs like I’d forgotten to breath.

“Sugar, you look peaked.” Ms. Dot slid my plate onto the counter. “Eat while it’s hot.”

The plate steamed. Bacon. Biscuits drowning in gravy. Eggs shining like new suns. Ordinary salvation for an ordinary morning. But the air around me felt snagged, fabric caught on a nail. One minute 7:21, the next 7:23. The tick we never hear—the one that decides something for us—had chosen to be cruel.

I touched the locket at my throat, the one Granny left me when she slipped away last winter. It was brass, scratched soft by decades of thumbprints, warm even on cold nights. I never took it off, not even in the shower. She’d told me it was a good-luck charm for women in our line. “West women,” she said, “got clocks in their blood. You’ll hear them when you need to.” I had laughed then, because laughter is easier than faith. But now, in the diner light, the locket pulsed against my skin in the same slow rhythm as the old wall clock—or maybe it was the other way around.

Across the counter, a man sat in a booth six down from mine, hands wrapped around a mug he hadn’t sipped. He was the kind of handsome that made you suspicious—too exact, like he’d been put together by someone with a ruler. Black hair, a precise mouth, cheekbones like he’d been carved out of a shadow, eyes a gray that decided whether to be storms or stone depending on how you looked at him. He wore a suit jacket as if July weren’t breathing down the windows. Not city-sharp, though. His edges didn’t brag. He had the quiet of mountains to him and the posture of someone listening for a sound nobody else could hear.

He noticed me. That’s how I knew I was in trouble. Not the flicker-and-away glance men use when they’re deciding if you’re safe to approach, but a look like a key clicking into a lock. His gaze slid to the locket and back to my mouth as if tracing the loop of a question.

I forked a piece of biscuit I couldn’t taste. “You’re staring,” I said, because Tennessee girls learn to be polite but not meek.

He stood, moved two booths closer, then one more when I didn’t wave him off. Up close, the gray of his eyes held a faint ring of gold, like the last rim of sun before the eclipse takes it. “Forgive me,” he said, voice low, the smallest burr of an accent I couldn’t place. “It’s just—I haven’t seen one of those in a long time.”

“Biscuits?” I asked.

His mouth tipped. “Lockets like that. With a hinge strong enough to hold back a tide.”

People in town knew me as June West, the girl who rebuilt watches in a hardware store that had no business selling them, the one who could coax a rusted set of gears into remembering its job, the one whose mother ran off when the blue tick hounds began singing but left behind three dozen jars of pear preserves. Nobody, not even Granny, had ever spoken about the locket like it was anything but a family relic.

“What tide?” I kept my tone light, but the locket thrummed. Under the counter, the Napier register chimed without being touched, its drawer jittering closed. Ms. Dot didn’t look up from a streak on the coffee pot she’d been polishing for what seemed like too many minutes.

“The kind that pulls you forward whether you want it or not.” He held out his hand, palm open as if making a promise. “Elias Hart.”

I hesitated. His name slid around my ears like an old song I couldn’t place the words to. I shook his hand anyway. Warm. Solid. The locket’s beat steadied.

“June,” I said, because it was easier than explaining the longer version. June Ameila West, born during a thunderstorm when lightning stitched the sky like wild thread. June, who should have left this town and yet, here I was.

He released my hand like it hurt to do it. “You should be careful today, June West. The river’s running fast.”

“It’s summer,” I said. “It always runs.” I wanted to make it a joke, to laugh the warning into something ordinary. But he wasn’t smiling.

Outside, the sun had the color of peach flesh. Trucks grumbled past the diner window, dust making ghosts of their tailgates. The sign for Gideon’s Ferry—two miles down the road, across the Clinch—caught the light and flashed like a coin. My errands had the plainness of any Thursday: pick up brads, thread, dog food; drive by the cemetery and tell Granny about the new girl at the Piggly Wiggly who miscounted change; stand on the bridge and let the river tidy my thoughts.

“Don’t go to the water,” Elias said quietly, as if reading the list I carried around inside. “Not today.”

“And if I do?” I asked, though I couldn’t say what made me push.

“Then you’ll meet what you’ve been avoiding.” He glanced at the clock. The second hand stuttered, caught, lurched forward. “Time’s showing its teeth.”

Something in me rebelled at being told what to do by a stranger with a face that made me forget which way was home. “Mr. Hart,” I said as gently as I could, “I’ve been meeting things I avoid since I could hold a wrench. If the river wants me today, it can send me a postcard first.”

He studied me for a long breath. When he spoke, each word was a carefully fitted gear. “I’m not trying to frighten you. I’m only—” He stopped, eyes flicking to my locket again. “Your grandmother told you stories, didn’t she?”

“All the ones that mattered.”

“Then she told you there are hours that don’t belong to us.” He nodded toward the clock. “They run under everything, like springs under limestone. Most folks never feel them. You will.”

I heard Granny’s voice then, the quaver that came in at the end of her life when words were stones she had to carry far. Don’t blink twice, Junebug. First blink is to see. Second blink is to choose.

The diner door opened, a slice of heat, and in it the courthouse bell tolled the half hour though it wasn’t the half hour yet. Everyone in the diner froze for the length of a held breath. Even the kitchen noise quieted, like the clatter had been a record abruptly lifted from its needle. Then the sound was gone. The clock read 7:21 again.

I stood. The room tilted, then corrected. “I have to go,” I said, although I didn’t know where to go that would be safe from whatever had rippled through us. Maybe nowhere in the county. Maybe nowhere in the world.

Elias didn’t reach for me but wanted to; the wanting pulsed in the air like heat. “If you go,” he said, “take me with you.”

I lifted my chin. “Give me one good reason.”

He looked more human then, a wrinkle at the edge of his control. “Because I’m the only person in a hundred miles who will know when the road in front of you is about to become yesterday. Because I’ve walked parts of this town that haven’t been built yet. Because I owe your grandmother a promise I was late to keep.”

The last sentence hit like a missed step in the dark. “You knew her?”

“I knew the woman who taught her how to listen.” A reluctant smile touched his mouth, gone almost immediately. “And if I don’t come, you’ll go to the river, and the river is hungry.”

I could have asked him a thousand things. I could have told him to leave me alone, paid my check, driven home, crawled back into bed while the world stitched itself right. But my hands were already picking up my keys, my body already angling toward the door. Somewhere past the courthouse and the feed store, the Clinch threw light back at the sun like a dare. If time had teeth, the river had a mouth.

“Fine,” I said, too fast. “But you tell me everything, or I toss you out halfway to Gideon’s and make you walk.”

“I’ll tell you what I can,” he said softly. “And I’ll try not to lie.”

We stepped into morning. The heat wrapped us like a damp quilt; honeysuckle sweetened the air to the edge of a headache. Main Street laid itself out ahead, the same as it had since anyone bothered to take a photograph of it, a line of bricks and hand-painted signs and a barber pole that had spun for sixty years.

I paused on the sidewalk. On the corner, a boy on a bicycle lifted both hands off the handlebars and let them surf the wind. For a heartbeat, he hovered. Tires left the pavement by the width of a breath—and then he was back, a laugh cut off by his own surprise. Elias saw it too. The not-quite. The slip.

“It’s starting,” he said.

“What is?”

“The long minute.” His gaze slid to the river, as if he could see through buildings and trees to where the water curled around stones bigger than houses. “The county gets one every few generations—a minute that decides whether to swallow or spare.”

I locked the diner door behind me out of habit, though it wasn’t mine to lock. Ms. Dot didn’t call me back to scold. Inside, time could do what it wanted. Outside, we walked toward the hungry water and the day that would ask us to blink only once.

The keys shook in my hand like dragonflies trapped in a jar. Elias fell into step beside me, not touching, close enough for the heat to make us share the same thin ribbon of shade. My truck waited in the angle of two buildings, red paint flaked by summers that never learned to be gentle. I slid behind the wheel and the seat groaned like an old church pew. Elias folded himself into the passenger side, moving with the care of someone who’d been bruised by a place you couldn’t point to on a map.

“Seatbelt,” I said, because my mouth needed something simple to do.

He clicked it, eyes on the dashboard clock. 7:21. The needle of the radio drifted across dead air until a fiddle found us, then faltered, then returned as if the song was undecided about existing. I turned the volume down and the morning rushed in—the rasp of cicadas, the far-off bark of a dog, a freight train lowing outside the county like it remembered us.

We pulled onto Main and the world nudged out of alignment. It wasn’t a shake or a blur; it was a memory laid beneath the present, the white ghost of painted letters under the new sign for Larry’s Tackle & Tuxedos, the echo of a time before the storefront got its odd double life. The barber pole slowed. In its glass spiral, red and blue held each other like breath.

“How often?” I asked.

“Once in a generation, if you’re lucky.” He watched the street the way you watch a creek in flood, looking for hidden branches. “Less often if the family keeps to its work.”

“Which family?”

“Yours.”

I didn’t answer. The locket warmed, the heat not from July but from a small machine waking in my chest and remembering it had a task.

Past the feed store, we caught the road that led straight as a thought toward Gideon’s Ferry. The courthouse clock came into view between the hackberries, hands at 7:21, face serene. Across the way, the Methodist signboard offered a verse that rearranged itself when I looked at it too long. I blinked once, slowly, and it settled: SEASONS CHANGE BUT GRACE DOESN’T. For a second it read: CHANGES GRACE SEASONS. I said nothing.

“You knew my grandmother,” I said instead.

“I knew the shape of her absence.” He rubbed his thumb along a scar near his wrist, a pale crescent like a moon that had been filed down. “I was meant to teach her what your line forgot. I came late. She taught herself the best she could.”

“Teach her what?”

“How to bargain without losing your name. How to hear the hours beneath the hours. How to close a door without slamming it on your own hand.”

“You talk like a preacher and a clockmaker had a baby,” I said, and there was more fondness in it than I meant.

He almost smiled. “Occupational hazard.”

“What’s your occupation, Mr. Hart?”

“Depending on the century, ferryman, surveyor, marshal, mechanic, grave-tender. The words change. The work doesn’t.”

“Which is?”

“Keeping the county stitched to its correct year.”

I laughed, and the sound felt like it belonged to someone braver. “Well, it’s come loose.”

“That’s why I’m here.”

Fields opened on either side, corn with tassels like pale pennants, pasture browned out by heat. Kudzu had swallowed a rusted tractor whole except for one tire that held its ground like a stubborn eye. The Clinch lay ahead, bright as a cut vein. The closer we drove, the more the air took on that metallic sweetness river water gets when it’s thinking about becoming fog.

“Tell me what happens if I go to it,” I said.

“It takes what it’s owed.” He didn’t look at me. “Long minutes don’t arrive empty-handed. Years pile up in them like driftwood. Things caught before they were born, things left behind before they were buried. If your line keeps the hinge oiled, the minute passes with only a shiver. If it doesn’t, the county goes sideways.”

“Sideways how?”

He nodded toward the power lines that followed the road. For a breath, they were wooden poles with glass insulators gone milky green with age. Then in the next breath they were sleek metal arms, humming with a song nobody had composed yet. “Like that.”

“Why me.”

“You carry the key,” he said softly. “And because the last woman who could do it is under stone, and the one before her chose to forget, and the ones before that made too many trades with not enough change in their pockets.”

“Granny said never bargain with what you can’t afford to lose,” I murmured.

“She didn’t say you’d have to count every coin in a hurricane.”

We reached the pull-off by the ferry sign. The ferry hadn’t run since my mother was a child, but the planked dock remained, gray with a kind of endurance that looks like gentleness until you tap it and hear how it rings. Down the slope, the river went about its business with that competent sound it makes when no one is watching. The current was quick—a sheet pulled smooth then wrinkled by rocks—and farther out a raft of foam spun a slow, deliberate circle without escaping it.

I killed the engine. In the sudden quiet, the air rushed at us heavy with water and sun-warmed mud and something older, like iron in a well. The courthouse bell sounded faintly, half a minute late, or early, depending on who you were trying to please.

“You don’t have to go closer,” Elias said without moving.

“I know.”

“I can go for you.”

“I know.”

We went together.

Grass brushed our calves with damp seeds, leaving a constellation of dots on skin that would later itch and mean almost nothing. The dock gave a small protest at our weight then accepted us. Planks shifted. Nails held their breath. I knelt at the edge and the river flicked little tongues of cold against my ankle bones, as if testing.

“West women keep clocks in their blood,” I said. “I always thought that meant I was good with gears.”

“You are,” Elias said. “You’ll need to be.”

He crouched beside me and the gold ring around his iris caught the light like a signal. Up close, I could see the pale underside of a scar at his temple that had mostly learned to behave. Beyond him, the current braided itself into patterns that felt almost like handwriting.

“What do I do,” I asked, mouth near the water.

“Open the locket,” he said. “When the second hand stands still, open it and don’t look away.”

“What if it doesn’t stand still.”

“It will. The minute wants to be counted.” He hesitated, his voice lowering. “June—when you open it, you’ll see something. It will try to be kind or cruel—whichever you won’t resist. Don’t accept the first price.”

“I learned that at the flea market,” I said. “Man tried to sell me a mantle clock with three teeth missing like I couldn’t see.”

“This will smile better than he did,” Elias said.

The locket lay in my palm, brass worn soft, hinge snug as a sworn secret. It had belonged to Granny, and to her mother, and to a line of women I knew only from photographs where the light had made their faces difficult to read. I thumbed the catch and felt the tiny resistance, the kind good craftsmanship has when it knows you, then the give.

The world inhaled.

Time did not stop. It gathered itself, a cat before the leap, and then it sat back on its haunches in a perfect, vibrating stillness. The cicadas went silent with the obedience of a choir to its conductor. The wind put its hands in its lap. The river continued but as if it had become a picture of itself mid-motion, every droplet defined, every ripple a sentence held just before the last word.

The locket opened.

Inside, where a photograph should have been, there was river glass the color of mist and a hairline crack that ran like a seam through fog. Beneath the glass, a thin needle ticked with no face to track its travel. It ticked once and the dock beneath us aged a year. It ticked again and my mouth filled with the taste of pear preserves, sweet and sunlight-dense and suddenly gone. Another tick and a boy’s laugh—maybe the boy with the bicycle—hung in the air without place to land.

A shape rose through the river mist that wasn’t mist. It had shoulders and the idea of a face and hands that weren’t hands but the memory of them. It wore the smell of storms. When it spoke, the dock boards creaked as if carrying the voice. “Little West,” it said. “Late again.”

“Traffic,” I said, because fear in me had learned to put on jokes like armor.

It ignored that. “Payment.”

“What’s the debt,” I asked, locket steady in my hold. “Name it.”

“The minute,” it said. “The long one. A door wants its hinge. We want your hour between heartbeats.”

Beside me Elias tensed, not moving, the tension of a bridge under load. “Counter,” he breathed, almost too soft to hear.

I thought of Granny’s hand in mine on the back porch the night before she went, how she’d pressed my knuckles like keys on a piano and said don’t blink twice, Junebug. I thought of the greasy Sunday morning light on Ms. Dot’s silver hair and the boy hovering a breath above the road and the way the sign had read wrong then right, and how all of it together made a music I could almost write down if I had more time. The river wanted time. I had some. But I wanted to spend it how I chose.

“You can have the hour I already lost,” I said. “When the diner’s clock skipped 7:22. Take that bruised bit, the rind. Leave me the pulp.”

The river’s shape considered, becoming more face than vapor for a moment. “Clever. You brought me a coin you found in the parking lot and asked me to call it the rent.”

“Then I’ll sweeten it,” I said, and it felt like walking a line painted on glass while pretending it was road. “You can have the first hour I sleep after this is done. Not the rest. Not the dream. The drowse before the dream catches. Take the hour my breath is already borrowing from the next day.”

Elias made a sound that might have been approval or warning. The shape tilted. The locket’s needle paused at nothing and then ticked against it, making the nothing ring like crystal tapped with a spoon.

“We accept the rind and the drowse,” the river said. “And in exchange the county keeps its year.”

“That’s not all,” I said, heat licking my throat though the morning had not moved. “You will return what you’ve taken unfairly through accident or malice in the last long minute—names, rings, letters, breath. If they want to come back, you’ll show them the road.”

The river smiled with its current, which is not a comforting thing. “You ask like you’ve a sheriff’s badge under your tongue.”

“Granny said I had a stubborn mouth,” I said.

“True.” The shape thinned, became less a person and more a weight in the air. “We return what wants returning.”

“Say it,” I told it, pulse loud in my ears. “Make it a thing with edges.”

“We will return what wants returning.” The voice was a waterline against stone. “Now close your clock, little West.”

I shut the locket. The world exhaled.

The cicadas surged like applause, the wind remembered its small errands, the courthouse bell realized it had been wrong and tried to correct with an extra toll that sounded embarrassed. The dock steadied into wood again. Out on the current, the ring of foam finally drifted free and broke with a sigh.

Elias was looking at me like I had reached in and rearranged his ribs. Relief and fear argued in his eyes and neither won, so both stayed. “You did it,” he said, wonder making him younger.

“For now,” I said, and my knees went soft because the price had reached for me like a dog convinced my pockets held treats. There would be a bruise where the hour used to be. There would be sleep that started with a small theft.

We stood. Downstream, something flashed in the weeds by the bank. I climbed off the dock and pushed aside switchgrass sticky with dew. A ring lay there half-sunk in mud, a proper old thing, thin gold band with a garnet that had kept its fire. It wasn’t mine. It lifted in my fingers like it had recognized a name.

Behind me, the rustle of footsteps on the slope and the sharp, surprised breath of a woman who hadn’t come looking for anything she’d lost, not really. She wore a Piggly Wiggly vest and a face I’d seen twice and a grief I knew too well. Her fingertips went to her mouth and she made a sound people make when the world is kind for a second. “Mama’s,” she said, reaching, then stopping as if there should be rules. “I…how did you—”

“The river changed its mind,” I said, and put the ring in her palm.

She cried like thunder far away. The sound folded itself into the day.

Elias didn’t touch me until we were back at the truck. It wasn’t much. His hand found the place just above my elbow where steadiness can be borrowed without asking. “You bargained like you were born for it.”

“I was,” I said, and the words felt right in my mouth.

He looked at the locket as if he could see the hour curled in there waiting to be taken when my lashes fell. “You’ll be tired.”

“I’ll make coffee. Then I’ll sleep hard and light at the same time,” I said, and he smiled because he understood the paradox of that.

We drove away from the river and the town righted itself in stages, signs choosing their names, the barber pole getting its spin back, the boy on his bicycle turning his head sharply as if he’d heard a thing let go. The courthouse clock found the half hour honestly. The air softened into ordinary.

Halfway to Main, Elias said, “There’s one more thing.”

“Always is.”

“In a long minute, something slips through that wasn’t meant for us.” He looked out the window toward the hills that held the town like a blue shawl. “A person. A creature. A wrong year wearing a smile. I can’t always send it back alone.”

“What do you need,” I asked, and my voice didn’t waver.

“A partner,” he said. “Someone who can hear the hinge.”

The road unfurled. June light pressed on the windshield. Birds scribbled in the hedges. The locket lay against my skin, warm as a yes.

“Fine,” I told the man who listened for hours underneath hours. “But you tell me everything, or I toss you out before the state line and make you walk.”

He gave me a look that contained relief and dread in equal measure. “I’ll tell you what I can,” he said. “And I’ll try not to lie.”

“Good,” I said, and the town slid open its morning like a door we’d decided to hold together.


Chapter Two — The Hour Between Heartbeats

Sleep found me the way a stray cat does: slow, sideways, pretending indifference until it was inside the house and curled on my chest. I made coffee that tasted like the shadow of coffee, watched steam lift from the mug like a prayer nobody could quite translate, and told myself I’d rest “just five minutes” on the sofa. The locket warmed, and the five minutes slid their fingers under the door and invited the drowse in.

I didn’t dream. That was the bargain—the first hour after all this would be an empty field, no tracks, no birds. The odd thing wasn’t the blankness. It was how the blank felt full, like standing in a church before anyone arrives, air braided with what’s about to be said. Somewhere in that uncolored hour, the take came gentle as a pickpocket. When I woke, there was no pain, only the tender knowledge that something had been borrowed and would never be returned.

Elias sat in the chair across from me like he’d grown there. Boots planted, elbows on knees, eyes on the locket as if listening for a leak. He’d made himself small inside my living room, careful with the edges—the chipped blue mug on the bookshelf, the crocheted throw my mother left, the photograph of Granny on the porch steps, her mouth caught between a laugh and a warning. He held a glass of water like a man practicing restraint.

“How long?” My voice came hoarse, sand at the bottom of a well.

“Fifty-two minutes,” he said without checking a clock.

“I gave an hour.”

“You did,” he agreed, studying me. “The river took its measure and left you eight for mercy. It’s polite that way, when it can be.”

I flexed my fingers. No tremor. A slow steadiness, like the house had set itself on new footings while I slept. Afternoon leaned through the window in long panes of light. Somewhere down the street a lawnmower hiccuped and surrendered.

“I should be wrung out,” I said. “I’m not.”

“You will be,” he said, and didn’t sound sorry. “Not today. The long minute leaves a tail. It’ll swat you when you’re doing something ordinary. Brushing your teeth. Counting till at the register. You’ll blink and remember you paid more than you meant to.”

“I hate getting caught out by ordinary,” I said, and pushed to my feet. The room tilted a hair, then held.

He set the glass down with care. “While you were sleeping, the county sent messages. Small ones. The Methodists swear their hymn boards rearranged numbers into their pastor’s birthday. Ms. Dot says the coffee tastes ‘like June put the good spoon in it.’ The sheriff’s office had the same 911 call three times—no voice, just the sound of cicadas and running water. Then your name, as if somebody remembered a word they’d been trying to recall.” He looked at me. “Our bargain rippled. People felt it and didn’t know why.”

I should have felt proud; instead I felt seen, and seeing is heavier than it sounds. “And the thing that slips through?”

He leaned back. The chair creaked. “I think it came ahead of schedule. Long minute opened a door and whatever was pressed against it fell in. Sheriff said a green truck near Calf-Pasture Road drove past him twice in the same minute, same driver, same hat, same gum chewing. Says he waved both times. The second time the driver didn’t blink.”

“That’s a talent in this heat,” I said, but the skin between my shoulder blades tightened.

Elias’s gaze drifted to the window, where heat made the world quiver. “I want you to hear me with the part of your mind that keeps tools sorted. It never comes alone. The harmless arrives first—the echoes, the misprints, the same song starting over. Then a thing with a face tries it on. Sometimes it’s just lost. Sometimes it’s hungry.”

I palmed the locket. It lay there like a coin I’d earned and not spent. “What does hungry look like?”

“Charming,” he said. “Or exhausted. Or the person you’ve been waiting on for years.”

The clock on my wall ticked. Each sound felt crisp, as if the house had sharpened itself and was eager to be used. I poured the rest of my coffee down the sink and watched it circle the drain like a small storm that didn’t know where to go.

“Then we go find it,” I said. “Before it learns the back roads.”

He made a quiet, relieved sound, the kind a man makes when the worst possibility—that you’ll refuse—is gone. “We start where time thins easiest.”

“The ferry.”

“After.” He rose, unfolded like a map. “The old train trestle. Things like to walk steel when they’re deciding which year to belong to.”

We took my truck. The world looked right in the way a face looks right until you notice a hair out of place and can’t see anything else. Kids chalked flowers on the sidewalk that held their color too long before fading. A cloud unstitched itself and restitched in the same shape a block down. At the four-way stop, two cars arrived and left twice, apologetic waves matching, like a dance the road remembered.

On the edge of town, the trestle hunched across the creek, black iron ribs against the sky. Kudzu climbed the abutments with the patience of a siege. We parked under the shade of a sycamore that had decided to molt half its bark at once. A spray of cottonwood seeds stitched the air with white.

“Stay on the planks,” Elias said. “In case it decides to be 1912 again and the gaps get vain.”

“That supposed to be reassuring?”

“No,” he said. “Just true.”

The trestle’s boards were sun-bleached and furred, old nails fat with rust, new bolts shining earnest as choirboys. The creek below muttered to itself, tired of being translated. Midway, the air cooled, but not with shade. The cool felt like stepping away from a fever you hadn’t known you had.

“Here,” Elias said. “Listen.”

I did. Not with my ears—though a meadowlark gave its two-note instruction from the fencepost—but with that other instrument inside me, the one Granny kept telling me I had when I swore I did not. Beneath the ordinary sounds ran a different stroke, a soft metallic drag, like a minute hand insisting on thirteen.

Then I saw him.

A man stood on the far end of the trestle, one foot cocked as if posing, hat brim tugged low, grin built to sell things that wouldn’t last. He wore a suit from a decade we hadn’t got to yet, lapels wrong in a way that would be right soon enough. Handsome, the kind that makes a town adjust its collar. When he lifted a hand, the gesture unfurled with the grace of someone who knew what to do with a crowd and a mirror.

“Afternoon,” he called, voice bright as a porch light. “I was beginning to think the welcoming committee forgot me.”

Elias went still, the kind of still that gathers heat. “Don’t give your name,” he murmured. “Don’t ask his.”

“Why not?”

“Because the first thing he buys is the thing you didn’t mean to sell.”

The man stepped forward. His eyes were too blue. Not wrong—just a notch past believable. A ring glittered on his finger, a shape that didn’t catch Tennessee light the way it should. He looked at me like we were the only ones on the trestle and would always be.

“I’ve been trying to get here for the longest time,” he said cheerfully. “And now here we are. Isn’t that a blessing.”

“Depends what you brought,” I said.

“Opportunity.” He spread his hands. “And a correction. There’s a gap in the story around here. I’m just here to smooth it.”

“You came through on purpose,” Elias said, tone detached, the way you speak to a fire deciding whether to leap. “That’s unusual.”

“I’m unusual,” the man said, pleased. “I like your tie.”

Elias wasn’t wearing one.

The man tapped the rail with a knuckle. The sound rang twice—once in our now, once in a now that wasn’t ours. “This place is ready to be improved. It’s choking on old bargains. I’m a fresh page.”

“Pages cut,” I said. “What’s the price.”

His smile sharpened. “Look at you. Straight to the back of the book. Price is the same as it ever is: the hour between heartbeats. But the payoff—oh, it’ll shine. New stores, new bridges, new names on buildings. People will stop needing to leave to make a living. Children will stop drowning in that ornery river. Isn’t that what you want? To fix the part the county keeps losing?”

For a breath, his words rearranged the trestle around us. I could see it: bright shingles, wide lanes, tidy money, the rough edges sanded down until the place gleamed like a brochure. I could see Granny alive past winter, because grief wants any road that looks like a way back. I could see the boy on the bicycle grown into a man who never had to count tips, Ms. Dot with new teeth that fit, the Piggly Wiggly girl’s mama leaving the ring on the sink while she washed her hands and never forgetting where she’d set it.

“Don’t,” Elias said softly, and the word moved through me like a palm over water.

The man lifted his chin a fraction. That bright good humor dimmed. “You think small, ferryman,” he said without looking at him. “You keep this place tied to a post it’s outgrown. You should thank me. You’ll be out of a job. Isn’t that freedom.”

“Freedom isn’t someone else deciding you don’t have decisions,” I said. “You offering mercy, or control dressed as it.”

“Call it relief,” the man said. “Call it a better story. Or don’t call it anything. Just say yes.”

He turned his face toward the creek as if giving us privacy to agree. In that second his eyes reflected the water and showed no color at all.

“What are you,” I asked, because of course I couldn’t help myself.

He tipped his head, delighted. “A salesman,” he said. “What else.”

The locket lay heavy against my skin. I felt its hinge the way you feel your own pulse when you press your wrist to a drum. The wind passed over the trestle and the kudzu shivered like something waking.

“Your timing’s off,” I told him. “This town just bought something else.”

“From the river,” he said, amused. “That old store? You’ll return it in a month when you see the stitching.”

“Maybe,” I said. “Maybe not.”

He took another step. Each board accepted his weight like it had been warned to. He wasn’t a ghost. He wasn’t a man. He was a contract looking for ink. “Tell you what,” he said, voice honeyed. “I’ll take payment from just you.” He pointed, and I felt the point like a cool touch on the locket. “One small hour now, and I’ll make a change you want. Something personal.” He smiled, smaller, more dangerous. “I can put your grandmother’s voice back in that locket. Not for long. Just enough. Wouldn’t you like to hear her call you Junebug again? Wouldn’t that be sweet.”

My throat worked. The trestle blurred, then steadied. I could smell pears, the syrup-thick scent that meant summer and wasps and Granny’s sharp knife flashing through light.

Elias’s hand found the edge of my sleeve, not pulling, just there. “June,” he said. He didn’t say anything else, because we both knew humans are built wrong for some offers.

I closed my eyes for a slow breath and saw the empty hour again, that bare church waiting to fill with voices. I saw how easy it would be to crowd it, to make it less holy by asking too much of something meant to be quiet.

When I opened my eyes, the man was closer and his smile had opened like a blade. “Well?”

“No,” I said, and the refusal made a small click inside me as satisfying as a gear dropping into its right tooth. “You don’t get to skip the part where we count the cost in daylight. And you don’t get my hour. I already paid the river.”

“You can always pay twice,” he said lightly.

“Not to you.”

His expression didn’t change, but the air around him thinned, as if the heat had decided to belong elsewhere. He wasn’t offended; he was recalculating. “Then I’ll take it wholesale,” he said, and his eyes were suddenly the color of distant rain. “I’ll come calling when the county blinks.”

“We won’t,” Elias said.

“You always do,” the man replied, cheerful again. He tipped his hat to me. “You should be careful with that clock on your neck, Miss West. Everyone wants to wind it.”

He stepped backward. For a heartbeat—less, a sliver—his foot missed and there was no board under him, only the year 1912 insisting on a gap. He found purchase anyway, smiled as if we’d shared a joke, and kept going until the shimmer took him like a hand through silk and he was not there at all.

We stood listening to the creek and our own breathing. A dragonfly stitched a figure eight over the water. Somewhere a dog barked at something that didn’t require barking.

“Hungry,” I said.

“Yes.” Elias’s voice had gone rough. “He’ll try the churches next. Then the bank.”

“And then the living rooms.”

“And then the dreams.”

We walked back, each board noting us and letting it go. At the truck, I leaned my forehead against the hot metal and let my breath count to ten the way Granny had taught me when I was a child swallowing grief too big for my small bones.

“You didn’t ask his name,” Elias said.

“I didn’t want it in my mouth.”

“Good.” He paused. “You should know—when the long minute takes its leave, it sometimes leaves us a token. A reminder.”

“Like a ring.”

“Like a harder thing,” he said gently. “A choice you’ll have to make again when you’re tireder and kind.”

I straightened. The town lay soft in its bowl of hills, unaware of the salesman with too-blue eyes measuring window frames for new glass. The locket ticked once, not sound but sensation.

“Then we’ll be ready,” I said.

He watched me as if committing that to memory. Then he touched the brim of a hat he wasn’t wearing, a habit from some century where men said yes with their hands. “All right, partner,” he said. “Let’s go remind the county how to keep its year.”

I called Ms. Dot on the way, because if a storm is rolling in you warn the people who set out folding chairs first.

“June-bug?” she said, delighted and worried in one pinch. “You feel that slippage this morning? Coffee’s been acting like it wants to remember being water.”

“Stay inside,” I told her. “If a man comes in selling improvements, lock the register and make him talk to the cracked sugar jar. It knows a liar.”

She snorted. “Honey, I’ve been turning away miracles priced wrong since ’72. But I’ll keep my ears on.”

We swung down toward First Methodist. The lot was half full because a funeral had ended at eleven and casseroles were trading hands in the basement like currency. The building’s red brick held heat that hummed. On the front lawn, the plastic letters of the signboard had rearranged themselves again, now offering: GOD IS TIME ENOUGH. Someone had tried to fix it and given up.

Inside, the sanctuary carried the clean wood smell of pews rubbed with lemon oil and handkerchiefs damp from grief. The hymn board up front shone with an impossible polish. Numbers lined up straight—325, 128, 441—but when I looked again they made a date. October 12, 2041. My chest tightened the way it does when you see a thing that hasn’t happened but surely will.

The pastor, a soft-voiced woman with a stubborn mouth, stood at the chancel with a man I didn’t know. He had a smile that came in a shade too fast. I knew that shade now; it lived in the trestle’s shadow.

“I can update your sign for you,” he was saying, jaunty. “Whole digital system. Sync the hymns from your computer. Sync your joy.” He grinned wider. “Free to install—donations accepted after folks see how well it works.”
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