
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


BOOK 5

The Christmas Series

THE

CHRISTMAS

CLOCKMAKER

Lost Love, Timeless Faith & Christmas Magic

––––––––

by


Sidney St. James


“The sweetest miracles aren’t loud or dazzling—

They’re two hearts rediscovering each other under a Christmas sky full of hope.”


-—Sidney St. James 




Published by BeeBop Publishing Group

Georgetown, Texas

Unless otherwise indicated, all scripture quotations come from the Bible's King James Version (KJV) in the public domain.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

While the author has made every effort to provide accurate telephone numbers and Internet addresses at the time of the publication, neither the publisher nor the author assumes any responsibility for errors or changes that occur after publication. Furthermore, the publisher has no control over and assumes no responsibility for the author, third-party websites, or their content.

Copyright © 2025 by Sidney St. James

All rights reserved. No part of the book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials, violating the author's rights. Purchase only authorized editions. Published simultaneously in Canada.

FIRST EDITION

Book 5

The Christmas Series

Sidney St. James

This novel's jacket format and design are protected trade dresses and trademarks of Sidney St. James and the BeeBop Publishing Group.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

Available in eBook, Paperback, and Audio



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication 


[image: ]




To Frances, Loueva, Linda, and Judy—

My lifelong circle of laughter, secrets, and memories that still shine like Friday night stadium lights over a small Texas town.

Thank you for the inside jokes that survived decades, the stories we still tell the same way, and the kind of friendship that doesn’t fade with time, only deepens.

Every chapter of my life has been brighter because you were in the earlier ones.

This book is dedicated to the four of you—

for the giggles, the mischief, the encouragement,

and the unshakeable bond we still share after all these years.

You were my beginning best friends...

And you remain part of my best.

Introduction: The Christmas Clockmaker 

Snow drifted over Georgetown, Texas, the way memories fall—slowly at first, then all at once. The town square shimmered beneath strands of twinkling lights, every storefront dressed in its holiday best. But among the garlands and wreaths, one window stood apart: a small, timeworn clock shop tucked between the bakery and the old hardware store, its glass glowing with the delicate amber light of a single hanging lantern.

Inside, surrounded by tick-tocking relics of Christmases long past, sat Henry Cole—the man the town called The Christmas Clockmaker.

To most, Henry was a mystery wrapped in flannel shirts, peppermint tea, and a stubborn refusal to update anything that wasn’t broken. He was the kind of man who could fix a grandfather clock from 1880 with nothing but patience and a steady heart... yet he still couldn’t fix the one wound inside his own chest since the winter he lost the love of his life.

Every Christmas season, Henry restored timepieces for families hoping to surprise loved ones with the perfect, meaningful gift. But what they didn’t know—what Henry never said out loud—was that he repaired each clock with a private wish tucked between the gears:

Let time bring her back to me.

But destiny has a way of waking when Christmas draws near.

This December, on a night painted with frost and possibility, a woman will step into Henry’s shop at closing time, holding a broken pocket watch and a secret she never meant to carry. Her name is Clara Thompson—and she once held Henry’s heart with the same gentle certainty as the dawn.

Neither expects the other. Both have lived lifetimes since the heartbreak that sent them in different directions. 

As the town prepares for its annual Christmas Festival—the lights, the music, the romance, the faith—Henry and Clara will discover something far more powerful than nostalgia.

Sometimes, Christmas doesn’t give second chances. Sometimes... it restores lost ones.

And in a town where every clock keeps perfect time, two hearts will learn that love keeps its own rhythm—one that never, ever truly stops.

When the first bell chimes on Christmas Eve, everything will change.

Let the story begin.
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Chapter 1:  The Clock Strikes Home
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Snow drifted over the Georgetown town square in soft, swirling ribbons, settling on rooftops and railings like delicate lace. The holiday lights wrapped around lampposts glowed in red, green, and gold, warming the early-evening air with the unmistakable magic of a Texas Christmas—rare snow and all. Families moved in slow contentment across Main Street, arms linked, bags full of gifts, laughter trailing behind them as naturally as breath in winter.

But inside the small, amber-lit workshop wedged between the bakery and the hardware store, time moved differently. It always had.

Cole’s Clockworks smelled of cedar oil, peppermint tea, and old stories waiting to be heard. The narrow shop brimmed with timepieces: wall clocks, cuckoo clocks, mantel clocks, modern clocks, clocks that had lived through marriages and funerals and new beginnings. Some ticked confidently. Some ticked softly. Some didn’t tick at all—not until Henry Cole laid a patient hand on them.

Tonight, Henry leaned over an antique mantel clock whose brass gears glimmered beneath his work lamp. The rhythmic tick of the workshop usually soothed him, but this evening, something else hummed in the air. Not noise. Not music. Something quieter... and heavier.

Loneliness.

It had crept in again, as it always did around Christmas. Not loudly. Not rudely. Just enough to remind him that another year had passed since Clara Thompson walked out of his life with a suitcase, a scholarship, and a heart that still loved him—but not enough to stay.

Henry exhaled slowly, setting down his small screwdriver. At thirty-six, he had come to terms with a lot of things—aging knees, thinning hair at his temples, the reality that he talked more to clocks than to people most weeks—but he still hadn’t entirely accepted one truth:

Some hearts refused to move on, no matter how much time passed.

A sudden ding from the front doorbell cut through the quiet.

Henry looked up, expecting Mrs. Garner from the bakery needing a last-minute tune-up on her cookie-timer clock, or maybe a local college student wanting a quirky gift restored. But instead, a boy no older than nine stepped inside, shivering hard enough to rattle his little bones.

“Evenin’, Mr. Cole,” the boy said, brushing snow from his jacket sleeves. He sniffed, shoulders trembling as a gust of wind followed him in.

Henry’s face softened. “Daniel Hollis, what are you doing out in this weather? Your mamma knows better than to send you across town in a snow flurry.”

Daniel held up a small brown box as if it held something sacred. “Mamma said I had to bring this tonight, before she forgot again.” His breath puffed in little clouds. “Said you’d know what to do with it.”

Henry closed the shop door behind him, shutting out the biting cold. “Let’s get you near the heater before your teeth start chattering right out of your head.”

Daniel grinned, though his cheeks were flushed red from the cold. “I ain’t cold, Mr. Cole. Mamma says cold builds character.”

“Well,” Henry muttered, guiding him toward the warm glow of the workbench, “your mamma’s not wrong, but she’s also never walked through a Texas snowstorm in tennis shoes.”

Daniel looked down at his soaked sneakers, embarrassed. “We couldn’t find my boots.”

Henry softened again. Kids grow up too fast these days, especially kids like Daniel—kids whose mammas worked two jobs and still tucked their children in with tender hands every night.

“What have you got there?” Henry asked.

Daniel carefully placed the box on the bench. “It’s Granddaddy’s watch. Mama said it hasn’t worked since before Daddy passed. She’s been saving up to get it fixed.”

Henry untied the twine and lifted the lid. Nestled in soft cotton lay a silver pocket watch. It had been engraved with the initials R.H., and the metal had worn smooth from years of handling. A thin crack ran diagonally across the glass, subtle but deep.

“It’s beautiful,” Henry murmured.

“Daddy said Granddaddy wound it every Christmas Eve,” Daniel said. “He told everyone time was a gift from God, and not to waste it.”

Henry felt the breath catch in his chest. He knew what it meant when an object carried more than just sentimental value—it had a story, a legacy. Something a family wasn’t ready to lose.

“Can you fix it?” Daniel asked quietly, voice trembling with more than cold.

Henry studied the cracked glass, the stiff setting gear, and the rust forming near the spring. “It’s seen a lot of life,” he said slowly.

“It’s all we have left of him, Mr. Cole,” Daniel added, almost whispering.

Henry closed the watch gently, placing his hand over the boy’s. “Then yes,” he said with certainty. “I’ll fix it. I’ll have it ready before the festival on Saturday.”

Daniel’s entire face lit up—like Christmas morning itself. “Mamma’s gonna cry. She cries about everything lately. But good crying, you know? The kind with happy mixed in.”

Henry nodded, feeling warmth bloom in his chest. “Tell your mamma I said Merry Christmas.”

Daniel pulled his hood up and headed toward the door. “Merry Christmas, Mr. Cole! Thank you!”

The bell chimed again as he slipped out into the swirling snow.

Then silence returned.

Henry held the pocket watch carefully, feeling its weight, its history, its heartbeat waiting to return. As he moved to his workbench, he passed rows of ticking clocks—each one steady, familiar, comforting.

But tonight, something felt... different.

He set the watch under the bright lamp. The crack was deeper than he thought. The spring had tightened like a wound pulled too far. But the watch wasn’t beyond repair.

Most things weren’t.

Henry glanced toward the frosted shop window. Snowflakes danced under the glow of old lampposts while the church bells chimed six, their tones ringing across the quiet Texas night.

Without thinking, Henry whispered, “Maybe this Christmas will be different.”

He didn’t know where the words came from.

But they filled the room like a small flame flickering to life.

Across town—through swirling snow, down Main Street, past the old water tower—a bus hissed to a stop. A woman stepped down with a single suitcase, her breath unsteady, her heart heavier than she cared to admit.

Her name was Clara Thompson.

And after fifteen years away, she was finally coming home.

The bus hissed as it pulled away from the curb, leaving Clara Thompson standing beneath the muted glow of the Georgetown depot lights. Her breath fogged into the cold air, dissolving quickly as if even the atmosphere wasn’t quite ready to hold onto her. She clutched the handle of her suitcase—not because it was heavy, but because her hands wouldn’t stop trembling.

Fifteen years.

Fifteen Christmases away from the town where she’d once believed her entire future lived.

Her boots crunched softly in the thin sheet of snow as she stepped forward. Snow in central Texas was rare, and somehow the surprise of it felt like an omen—gentle or ominous, she couldn’t tell yet. She adjusted her wool coat, pulling the collar tighter around her neck. Dallas winters had hardened her against the cold, but this was a different kind of chill. This one felt like a memory.

The depot was quieter than she remembered. The benches, the flickering heater in the corner, the old bulletin board announcing church bake sales—it was all still there, but smaller somehow. Or maybe she was bigger. Older. More worn around the edges.

A soft, throaty voice called from behind her. “Clara Thompson? Is that really you?”

She turned.

Ruby Sanders—her mother’s old friend, the woman who once knew every secret and every scraped knee Clara ever tried to hide—approached with her arms already wide open. Ruby looked older but no less vibrant, her gray curls tucked under a knitted Santa hat, her coat sparkling with embroidered snowflakes.

“Oh, honey,” Ruby said, pulling her into a tight embrace. “You look just like your mamma did when she came back home after college. That same mix of brave and heartbroken.”

Clara laughed against her shoulder. “I don’t feel brave.”

Ruby pulled back, cupping her cheeks. “No one ever does when the past starts calling. Let’s get you somewhere warm.”

Ruby picked up one end of Clara’s suitcase without asking. Typical Ruby—bossy wrapped in kindness. “Your mamma’s already home, lighting candles for your arrival, I just know it. She’s been beside herself since your call last week. Kept saying, ‘My baby’s coming home for Christmas. God heard me after all.’”

The words made Clara’s throat tighten. She hadn’t seen her mother in almost two years—not because she didn’t want to, but because life had a way of yanking her along without checking if she still had breath left in her.

As they stepped outside, snowflakes drifted through the air, melting instantly on Clara’s warm cheeks. Ruby held an umbrella over both of them, completely ignoring the fact that umbrellas offered no real protection from snow.

“How long are you staying?” Ruby asked casually.

“A while,” Clara said, her voice barely above a whisper.

Ruby stopped walking and looked her straight in the eyes. “A while, as in days? Weeks? Honey, you know I love you, but what broke that brought you all the way back here without warning?”

Clara swallowed hard. The wind bit at her cheeks, making her blink fast. “Just... things didn’t work out in Dallas.”

Ruby’s eyebrows pulled together. “Work things?”

“Life things.”

That was all she could manage.

Ruby nodded slowly, understanding more than Clara said. “Well, Georgetown’s still here. And we don’t let our own stay broken for long.”

Ruby’s car—a red SUV sprinkled with tinsel inside—waited in the lot. She opened the passenger door for Clara, then popped the trunk.

As Clara settled into the warm interior, she noticed the small snow globe hanging from the rearview mirror. Inside it, a little clock tower sat under a swirl of glitter, its hands frozen forever at midnight. She reached out and touched it gently.

Ruby climbed in. “You remember that? Henry gave those out one Christmas. Said every family deserved a moment when time stood still in joy.”

Clara’s breath stilled.

Henry.

She hadn’t spoken his name aloud in years. Had avoided it in conversation, in memory, in the quiet moments before sleep. But hearing it again brought a flood she wasn’t ready for—his steady hands, his shy smile, the way he looked at her like she was the only person in the world worth pausing time for.

Ruby noticed her expression. “You know he’s still here. Clock shop’s still running. He keeps that place alive with nothing but stubbornness and peppermint tea.”

Clara stared out the window at the falling snow. “I wasn’t sure he stayed.”

“Oh, he stayed,” Ruby said with a smirk. “Stayed and grew into one of the finest men this town’s ever had. You should see the way the widows flock to his shop every December needing ‘last-minute repairs.’”

Clara pressed a faint smile. She wasn’t jealous. She wasn’t anything. She’d forfeited the right to be anything.

Ruby continued, “You’ll run into him. You know that. This town ain’t big enough for the two of you to hide forever.”

Clara clasped her hands together. “I’m not hiding.”

Ruby snorted. “Sure, and I’m the Queen of England.”

Clara laughed despite herself.

As they drove through the town square, Clara pressed a hand against the cold window, taking it all in. The big Christmas tree stood in the center, wrapped in lights that danced across the snow. Children tugged on their parents’ arms, pointing at the nativity scene being set up. The coffee shop had a line stretching out the door. And down near the old baker’s shop...

Her heart stopped.

There it was.

Cole’s Clockworks.

The window glowed warm, full of golden light. Silhouettes of clocks made shapes behind the glass—arched ones, round ones, tall ones, delicate ones. And sitting in the corner of that window was a familiar wooden sign her father had once admired:

TIME HEALS. TIME RESTORES.

TIME REVEALS.

Clara felt her eyes burn.

Ruby followed her gaze. “He’s probably there right now, you know. Works half his nights away during the Christmas season.”

Clara didn’t answer. Couldn’t.

She wasn’t ready. Not yet.

“Let’s get you home,” Ruby said gently, patting her knee.

As the SUV pulled away, Clara watched the clock shop vanish behind falling snow.

She felt it then—the ache she’d carried for fifteen years. The ache she thought distance would cure.

Time had healed nothing.

Time had simply waited.

And somewhere inside Cole’s Clockworks, at that very moment, Henry Cole leaned over a silver pocket watch and felt a strange shiver run through him. A feeling he hadn’t known in years.

A feeling that something was coming.

Something... or someone.

The night deepened outside Cole’s Clockworks, turning the square into a snow-dusted postcard. The streetlights cast gentle halos on the sidewalks, and the muffled sounds of distant carols drifted from a speaker outside the coffee shop. Inside the clockmaker’s shop, it was all golden lamplight and the steady, layered ticking of time.

Henry Cole bent over Daniel Hollis’s pocket watch with the focus of a surgeon and the tenderness of a pastor. The small gears lay on a cloth beside the open case, each piece carefully arranged in the order he’d removed them. He’d long ago stopped needing to do that. His hands knew these mechanics as if they were a language of their own. But tonight, he wanted to be deliberate.

Some things were worth moving slowly for.

He replaced a worn gear and flexed his fingers to ease the stiffness. The crack in the glass still bothered him. It wasn’t the kind of damage you just buffed out. Its scars told the story: dropped more than once, mishandled along the way, and held in a desperate grip during someone’s hardest hour. A scar.

“I know the feeling,” he muttered.

The small wall radio behind him hummed with static before a familiar voice broke through—Pastor Jim from First Community Church, recording one of his December devotionals.

“...and remember, folks,” the pastor said, “Christmas is about more than the presents we give. It’s about the moments where God steps into our ordinary lives and whispers, ‘I’m still here. I still restore.’”

Henry paused.

He glanced up at the row of clocks hanging above the doorway. Their hands pointed to slightly different times, though all within a minute of one another. He’d never synced them perfectly. He liked the tiny differences. To him, it meant time still had room for grace.

The radio continued, “If there’s someone you need to forgive, or someone you need to reach out to—this season is your invitation.”

Henry’s jaw tightened.

He reached over and flicked the radio off.

“Not tonight, Jim,” he said under his breath. “I’ve got enough ghosts without your help.”

He turned the watch face toward the light and studied the crack again. He could order a replacement glass, but it wouldn’t arrive before Saturday. Besides, there was something honest about leaving a scar and making everything else whole around it.

He began reassembling the gears, working in a rhythm that soothed him. Outside his window, he caught glimpses of families walking by—hands tucked into each other’s arms, voices laughing, faces turned up toward the snow.

He wondered if Clara was out there in that swirl of faces.

He shook his head at himself. She didn’t live here anymore. Hadn’t for a long time. Odds were she was somewhere like New York or Dallas, sitting in a lovely café, wearing a fancy coat that didn’t smell like cedar and clock oil.

He tightened the last screw, held the watch to his ear, and gently wound it.

A soft, sure ticking filled the space between his fingers.

It surprised him how relieved he felt.

“There you go,” he whispered. “Back to life.”

He adjusted the time, then flipped the watch over and traced the engraved initials—R.H. Whoever that man had been, he’d mattered. His daughter and grandson were still carrying his memory around like a blessing and a burden.

Henry leaned back on his stool and let his gaze roam the shop. It wasn’t big, and it wasn’t new. The wooden counter bore years of scratches. The rug beneath his feet was slightly faded. The front window frosting at the corners had a tiny crack he’d never gotten around to fixing. But it was his. It was home.

He set the watch in the small “Finished” tray on his workbench, turned off his lamp, and let the softer overhead lights take over. As he moved toward the front of the shop to flip the sign to Closed, a flicker of movement outside caught his eye.

A woman, bundled in a dark coat, stood across the street under a lamppost, watching the square. Her face was turned away, but something about the tilt of her shoulders, the line of her jaw beneath the hat, tugged at something deep within him.

He stepped closer to the glass.

For a heartbeat, she turned slightly, and the lamplight brushed her features. High cheekbones. Soft mouth. Eyes that looked as if they were carrying their own winter.

Henry’s heart lurched.

It couldn’t be.

He blinked, leaned forward, and then a car rolled by, blocking his view. When it passed, the woman was gone, swallowed up by the moving crowd.

“Get a grip, Cole,” he muttered. “You’re seeing ghosts.”

He turned the sign to Closed, locked the door, and took one last look around before shutting off the lights. The ticking continued in the dark, the sound of a hundred small hearts beating.

“Maybe this Christmas will be different,” he whispered again, not sure if he was making a wish or a joke.

Then he slipped on his coat, pulled his hat low, and stepped out into the snow.

-—
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ON THE OTHER SIDE OF town, the Thompson house looked almost exactly as Clara remembered it—white siding, navy shutters, a wraparound porch with rocking chairs that had seen more conversations than some people did in a lifetime. Tonight, the porch railing was laced with evergreen garland, and warm yellow light spilled from the front windows.

Clara hesitated at the bottom of the steps, her suitcase beside her.

Coming home should’ve felt easy. It didn’t.

The door opened before she could reach for the knob.

“Clara!” Her mother’s voice broke on her name.

Mary Thompson stood there in a flour-dusted apron, cheeks pink from the oven’s heat, eyes shining with tears that didn’t bother pretending not to fall. She rushed down the steps and wrapped her daughter in a hug fierce enough to anchor a drifting ship.

Clara closed her eyes, breathed in the scent of cinnamon and vanilla, and let herself melt into the embrace. For a moment, all the noise inside her quieted.

“You’re really here,” Mary whispered. “I kept thinking something would happen. A storm. A delayed flight. A second thought.”

“There was a storm,” Clara said with a small laugh, gesturing to the snow. “But I figured that was just Texas showing off for Christmas.”

Mary held her at arm’s length, studying her face. “You look tired. And thinner. Are you eating? Did Dallas forget to feed my child?”

“I’m fine, Mom,” Clara said, though the word didn’t quite fit. “Just a lot of changes.”

Mary’s expression softened. “We’ll talk about them. All of them. But first, you’re going to sit at that kitchen table, drink some cocoa, and pretend you’re sixteen again and complaining about trig homework.”

“Those were simpler problems,” Clara said, grabbing her suitcase.

They stepped inside together.

The house wrapped around her like a quilt. Family photos lined the walls—baby Clara, gap-toothed Clara, graduation Clara, and then... the years after. Fewer photos. More sunsets and landscapes, things her mother could hang without feeling the ache of absence.

On a side table in the hallway sat a single framed picture that made Clara’s steps falter.

It was of her and Henry at seventeen, holding plastic cups of punch at the church Christmas banquet. He was wearing an ill-fitting suit, with hair too long and a crooked tie. She wore a red dress with sleeves that kept slipping off her shoulders. They’d been caught in a mid-laugh moment, eyes only for each other.

Clara swallowed.

Mary glanced over, following her gaze, then looked away just as quickly. “You can put that away if you want,” she said quietly. “I just... never got around to it.”

“It’s okay,” Clara murmured.

Was it?

In the kitchen, the warmth and smells wrapped around her—chili simmering on the stove, sugar cookies cooling on racks, the faint tang of orange from the peels in the trash. Mary handed her a mug of cocoa piled high with whipped cream and marshmallows.

“Some things should never change,” Mary said. “I don’t care what the fancy coffee shops say.”

Clara smiled and wrapped her hands around the mug, letting the heat seep into her fingers. “You have no idea how much I’ve missed this.”

They sat at the table, the same scar running along one corner from when Clara dropped a casserole dish there the night before leaving for college. Back then, she’d promised she’d be back all the time. Holidays. Summers. Long weekends.

Life had other plans.

Mary watched her carefully. “So,” she said gently, “are you home for Christmas... or home for good?”

Clara stared into the cocoa, watching a marshmallow dissolve. “The gallery lost its funding,” she said finally. “The board cut half the staff. My name was on the list.” She forced a shrug. “And... the engagement’s over.”

Mary’s eyes softened with both sorrow and relief. “He didn’t come with you?”

“No.” Clara took a breath. “Elliot and I wanted different lives. I just didn’t realize it until he started planning his without asking where I fit.”

Mary reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “I’m so sorry, baby.”

Clara blinked back tears. “I thought I had it all figured out, you know? Career, relationship, a future mapped out like some perfect exhibit.” She laughed weakly. “Turns out, I was the one on display. And the donors moved on.”

“Then they were the ones who lost something,” Mary said, firm and steady. “Not you.”

Clara wiped at her eyes, embarrassed. “I didn’t come home just because of that, though.”

“No?”

She shook her head. “I kept thinking about... time. How fast it goes. How much of it I’ve wasted trying to prove something to people who barely remember my name.” Clara glanced toward the hallway, where the photo of her and Henry sat. “This town may be small, but it remembers.”

Mary studied her face, understanding the unspoken more than the spoken. “You know he’s still here,” she said softly.

Clara didn’t pretend not to know who he was.

“I saw the shop,” she answered. “On the way in. Ruby drove me past the square.”

“Have you talked to him?” Mary asked.

Clara let out a breathy laugh. “No. I’m not exactly sure how to walk into his life after fifteen years and say, ‘Hi, remember me? The girl who left you on the busiest Christmas of your life?”

“Grace doesn’t need a perfect opening line,” Mary said. “Sometimes it just needs a first step.”

Clara stared into her cocoa again, letting the words sink in.

Somewhere across town, a clockmaker locked his shop and looked up at the sky, feeling like a chapter was about to turn without his permission.

Back in the Thompson kitchen, Clara whispered, almost to herself, “Maybe this Christmas will be different.”

Her mother smiled softly. “I’ve been praying for that very thing.”

Clara stood at her childhood bedroom window long after her mother had gone to bed, the house quiet except for the faint hum of the heater and the distant ticking of the old hallway clock. Outside, snow continued to drift in soft, lazy circles, blurring the edges of the world she thought she’d left behind for good.

From her window, she could see the glow of downtown Georgetown far off through the trees—the lights of the square shimmering like a warm invitation. Somewhere in that golden glow, Cole’s Clockworks stood as steadfast as ever.

And Henry... Was he still awake?

Still working?

Still the same man she’d once thought she’d build her life with?

Clara rested her forehead against the glass, letting the cold seep into her skin. Memories fluttered up like snowflakes—Henry walking her home after choir practice, Henry fixing her mother’s mantel clock for free when it stopped on Christmas Eve, Henry holding her hand on the church lawn after the Christmas service when she’d whispered she didn’t want to leave for Dallas.

He had kissed her that night, slow and sweet, like he was memorizing time.

And she had left anyway.

Clara exhaled a shaky breath and closed the curtains. She wasn’t ready to face what seeing him again might undo inside her. Not tonight. Maybe not tomorrow.

Maybe not ever.

Across town, Henry walked the familiar path from his shop to his small craftsman-style home, hands shoved deep in his pockets. Snow crunched under his boots. His breath came out in faint clouds. He’d lived alone for the last six years, since his father passed and left him the shop—and the loneliness that came with it.

He unlocked his front door and stepped inside. The warmth from his old furnace wrapped around him like a heavy quilt. His small Christmas tree sat in the corner, barely decorated—just a string of lights and one ornament from his mother, the year she’d passed away. He’d meant to do more with it, but December always came fast, and memories always came faster.

He hung his coat on the wall peg and scrubbed a hand over his jaw. He was tired, but it wasn’t the kind that sleep could fix. It was the tired that lived in the heart.

As he walked into the kitchen, he caught sight of the notes pinned to his refrigerator: festival repair orders, a pie recipe from Mrs. Carson he’d never attempted, and a faded photo of himself at seventeen—standing beside Clara Thompson on Christmas Eve, lit up with a smile wide enough to embarrass him now.

He reached out and touched the edge of the photo.

Fifteen years.

And he could still feel the warmth of her hand in his.

He shook himself out of it, grabbed a glass of water, and turned on the radio. KOOL99, the oldies station, played something soft—Frank Sinatra crooning about mistletoe and moonlight. Henry wasn’t sentimental by nature, but Christmas had a way of tugging threads he thought he’d tucked neatly away.

He wandered into the living room, sat on the edge of the couch, and leaned forward, elbows on his knees. His mind drifted to the mysterious woman he thought he’d seen outside the shop—a figure that looked so much like Clara it made his breath catch.

But it had to be his imagination. Clara belonged to another life, another world. One that didn’t include old clockmakers and small Texas towns.

Still... Henry felt something tonight.

Something shifting.

Something stirring.

As if time itself paused for a beat.

The next morning, Clara woke to the smell of cinnamon rolls drifting up the stairs. Her mother’s doing, no doubt—a tradition as old as her childhood Christmases. She dressed slowly, pulling on warm jeans, a soft green sweater, and boots that had traveled several states but never quite fit anywhere but home.

When she entered the kitchen, her mother was pulling a pan from the oven.

“Merry almost-Christmas, Sweetheart,” Mary said cheerfully. “Breakfast?”

Clara slid into a chair. “You didn’t have to fuss.”

“Fussing is what mothers do,” Mary replied, setting a plate in front of her. “Besides, you look like you need a little spoiling.”

Clara smiled faintly. “It’s good to be home, Mom.”

Mary cupped her cheek. “It’s good to have you home.”

As Clara ate, her mother moved around the kitchen, humming as she whipped up a second batch of frosting. It was peaceful. Warm. Familiar.

It also made Clara painfully aware of how lonely her life in Dallas had become.

“Any plans today?” Mary asked, sliding into the chair across from her.

“I might walk around town,” Clara said. “Get some air. See what’s changed.”

Mary stirred her coffee thoughtfully. “Well... if you’re near the square, you could stop by Henry’s shop.”

Clara froze mid-bite.

Mary continued gently, “You don’t have to say anything. Just a hello. Or a Merry Christmas. You two were good together once.”

“Mom...” Clara set down her fork. “We had our chance. I’m sure he’s moved on.”

“Has he?” Mary asked softly.

Clara didn’t answer.

She finished breakfast, helped clean the dishes, and then put on her coat. As she stepped onto the porch, her mother called after her:

“Take your time, sweetheart. But don’t be afraid of it.”

Clara walked through the snowy streets of Georgetown, her breath misting in the cold morning air. Children were already building snowmen in the park. The bakery windows fogged up from the heat inside. The church bell chimed nine times, echoing over rooftops.

And then she reached the town square.

Lights still twinkled from the night before. Vendors were setting up booths for the upcoming Christmas Festival. People greeted her with warm smiles—some recognizing her, some not—yet every hello made her chest tighten a little more.

She walked past the coffee shop, the bookstore, the florist...

And then she saw it.

Cole’s Clockworks.

Her steps slowed.

The windows gleamed with the reflection of the morning snow. The old wooden sign hung exactly where it always had. And in the center of the display sat a tall grandfather clock she remembered from her teenage years—its pendulum swinging in slow, hypnotic grace.

She placed a hand on the glass door.

Her heart thundered.

She wasn’t ready.

Not yet.

She exhaled shakily and whispered, “Another day.”

Then she turned and walked away.

What she didn’t see—what she couldn’t see—was the shadow that moved inside the shop just seconds after she left. A figure rising from a stool, drawn toward the window for reasons he couldn’t explain.

Henry stepped into view, wiping his hands on a cloth, his gaze drifting to the street.

He looked left, then right, frowning slightly—like he’d just missed something important.

Something familiar.

Something his heart still knew by name.

That afternoon, Clara wandered into the church foyer, welcomed instantly by warmth and the smell of pine garlands. Volunteers were decorating for the Christmas program, and she found herself helping without thinking—tying bows, handing out ornaments, laughing when Mrs. Turner insisted on hanging mistletoe “in strategic places.”

For a few blissful hours, she almost believed she could blend back into this life without consequence.

She didn’t know that Henry had stopped by earlier to drop off repaired clocks for the festival display.

She didn’t know he’d stood in the same foyer she now decorated.

She didn’t know he’d paused beneath the archway where she now hung a wreath, his hands shoved into his pockets, feeling a strange ache he couldn’t explain.

Two paths crossing, just out of sight.

Two hearts waking, just out of reach.

Two stories that time were quietly stitching together again.

And Christmas was just beginning.
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Chapter 2:  The Sound of Second Chances 
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The next morning dawned brighter than Henry expected. Sunlight spilled across Georgetown, turning last night’s snow into a glittering blanket that dusted the town like sugar. By eight o’clock, Main Street was already awake—shopkeepers shoveling sidewalks, cars easing past the square, and the smell of fresh coffee drifting on the cold air.

Henry unlocked the door to Cole’s Clockworks and stepped inside, flipping on the lights. The familiar glow wrapped around him, warm and golden. The clocks responded on cue, ticking in all their different cadences, filling the small shop with the sound that had always felt more like company than noise.

“Morning,” he muttered out of habit, as if the clocks could hear him.

He shrugged off his coat, hung it on the peg by the door, and carried his thermos of coffee back to the workbench. Daniel’s pocket watch lay in the finished tray, gleaming softly beneath the lamp, ticking with a confidence it hadn’t known in years. The sound tugged a rare smile from him.

One thing done right, at least.

On the counter beside the register sat a small stack of repair tickets for the Christmas Festival. Families in Georgetown had traditions, and one of them was making sure their old clocks worked in time for Christmas Eve. Some wanted chiming clocks for the dinner table; others wanted cuckoo clocks ready to amuse grandkids on Christmas morning. Most of them brought him more than broken springs and rusted gears. They carried stories, and sometimes grief, and sometimes hope.

He picked up the first ticket on the stack and read the note in a hurried, looping script: “Please, if you can fix this before Saturday, I’d be so grateful. It’s my late husband’s. The kids say the house doesn’t sound like Christmas without it.”

Henry closed his eyes for a moment. The note ended with the widow’s handwritten name. He knew her. He knew most of them.

“All right,” he said quietly. “We’ll make sure your Christmas sounds right.”

He set the ticket aside, ready to begin his day, when the bell above the door chimed. He glanced up, expecting a regular customer, maybe one of the festival committee members checking on progress.

Instead, Ruby Sanders bustled in, bringing a gust of cold air and holiday energy with her.

“Henry Cole, you look exactly the same as you did ten years ago, I swear,” she said, brushing snow off her purple scarf. “Except maybe a little more distinguished gray around the temples. Women love that, you know.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Morning to you, too, Ruby. What are you plotting this early morning?”

“Who says I’m plotting?” she asked innocently, then ruined it by grinning. “All right, I’m always plotting something, but today it’s harmless. Probably.”

She leaned on the counter, peering at the finished tray. “Is that Daniel Hollis’s watch?”

“It is,” Henry said. “Good as new, give or take a slight scratch.”

Ruby’s expression softened. “That boy’s had too much taken from him already. You’ll make their Christmas, Henry.”

“I just fixed the gears,” he said, but he couldn’t quite shake the warmth in his chest.

Ruby’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “You do a whole lot more than that, and you know it. Anyway, I came by for two reasons. One, Pastor Jim wants to know if you can bring that big walnut wall clock for the festival display at the church. He says the foyer doesn’t feel right without it.”

Henry nodded. “Tell him I’ll have it over there by tomorrow afternoon.”

“Good. Now, reason number two.” Ruby straightened, smoothing her coat in a way that made him suspicious. “We have a special guest in town.”

“I’m not volunteering for an out-of-town choir solo again,” he said. “Last time, old Mr. Peterson fell asleep in the second verse.”

Ruby swatted at his arm. “Not that kind of guest. A homegrown one.”

He frowned. “Who?”

She tried to sound casual and failed utterly. “Clara Thompson.”

The name hung in the air like a bell note that refused to fade.

Henry’s hands stilled on the counter. For a moment, he forgot how to breathe. “Clara?”

Ruby nodded, her expression turning gentle. “Got off the bus last night. I picked her up myself. She’s staying with her mamma for a while.”

He swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. Fifteen years of silence collapsed into a single heartbeat that sounded too loud in his ears.

“How... how is she?” he asked, hating how unsteady his voice sounded.

Ruby’s gaze softened. “Thinner. Tired around the eyes. A little heartbroken, if you ask me. But coming home was a good step.”

He stared at a spot on the counter, tracing a faint scratch with his thumb. The shop felt smaller all of a sudden, the ticking louder, the air heavier. “Why are you telling me this, Ruby?”

“Because this town has been waiting for the two of you to write a second act for fifteen years,” she said simply. “And Christmas is as good a time as any to let God turn a page for you both.”

“Ruby,” he warned gently.

She held up her hands. “I’m not saying you have to rush over there with flowers and a proposal. I’m just saying... she’s here. And you needed to know.”

He let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “Does she... know I’m still here?”

Ruby’s mouth twitched. “Honey, you own the clock shop on the square. Babies in this town probably know you’re here.”

He huffed a quiet, reluctant laugh.

Ruby leaned closer. “She saw the shop yesterday. She didn’t go in. Not yet. But she looked at it like a woman staring at a closed door that used to open with just her touch.”

That image lodged in his chest.

“I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with that,” he admitted.

“You don’t have to do anything today,” Ruby said. “Or tomorrow. Just don’t close your heart so tight that nothing can get through. That’s all.”

He nodded slowly. “I’ll think about it.”

“I’ll take that as a win,” she replied, cheerful again. “Now, I’ve put my nose where it doesn’t belong enough for one morning. I’ll send Daniel by later to pick up the watch.”

When she left, the bell chimed once more, and the shop fell quiet in her wake.

Henry stood behind the counter, staring at the front door long after it closed, listening to the steady ticking around him. Somewhere deep inside, something long dormant shifted, like a gear finally catching its groove after years of slipping.

Clara was back.

The past wasn’t just a memory anymore. It was walking Henry’s streets and breathing his air and maybe, just maybe, about to walk through his door.

Across town, Clara stood in front of her mother’s hallway mirror, adjusting the soft cream-colored scarf around her neck. Mary had pressed it into her hands that morning.

“You’ll need it,” her mother had said with a smile. “Not for the cold, but for courage.”

Now Clara smoothed a flyaway strand of hair, studying the woman who looked back at her. Older. Sharper around the eyes. Carrying the weight of choices made and chances missed. Somewhere beneath all that, the seventeen-year-old girl who once believed in magical Christmases and forever love still lingered.

She grabbed her shoulder bag, slipped on her boots, and headed for the door.

“Going into town?” Mary called from the kitchen, where the sound of clinking dishes echoed.

“Thought I’d walk the square,” Clara said. “Maybe help with festival stuff if they need an extra hand.”

Mary peeked around the doorway, drying her hands on a towel. “You might stop by the church. Pastor Jim’s been begging for volunteers, and he always liked you. Said you arranged the prettiest nativity scenes he ever saw.”

“I just put the donkey where he wouldn’t block the baby Jesus,” Clara replied, smiling.

Mary stepped closer, her gaze warm and searching. “You don’t have to decide anything today. About work, about Dallas, about... anyone. Just let today be about being home.”

Clara nodded. “I can do that.”

But as she stepped out into the bright, cold morning, she knew “home” wasn’t a simple word. Memories, regrets, and unspoken questions layered over her now. The walk to the square felt shorter than she remembered. Children ran ahead of their parents, slipping in the slush and laughing when they nearly fell. The bakery door opened as she passed, releasing the irresistible scent of cinnamon and sugar. Someone called her name from across the street, and she turned to see an old teacher waving, eyes wide with pleasant surprise.

By the time she reached the center of the square, the big Christmas tree glittered in full daylight, its ornaments catching the sun. Vendors hammered together wooden stalls, stringing lights that would glow once night fell. The entire town buzzed with festival anticipation.

And there, just beyond the tree, stood the sight she had been both seeking and avoiding.

Cole’s Clockworks.

Her feet slowed. Her chest tightened. For a moment, she simply stood and watched.

The window display was even more beautiful than she remembered. Clocks of every size and shape filled the glass—shining brass carriage clocks, rustic wooden wall clocks, a dainty porcelain clock painted with tiny holly leaves. In the middle stood a tall grandfather clock, its pendulum swinging in a gentle, hypnotic arc. A hand-lettered sign rested against it in Henry’s familiar, precise script:

“Christmas Hours: Time well spent.”

She smiled before she could stop herself.

People moved past her as they went about their morning, but the world narrowed to the shop and the memories it held. She could almost see herself at seventeen, pressing her hands against that same glass, watching Henry adjust a pendulum, the lamplight catching the glint in his hair.

Her hand lifted toward the doorknob, fingers trembling.

Just a hello, she told herself. Just a simple, grown-up conversation between two people who once shared everything and then shared nothing.

Her fingertips brushed the cold metal.

From inside, a shadow moved.

Her heart slammed.

But before she could decide whether to open the door or turn away, a voice called her name from behind.

“Clara? Clara Thompson, is that you?”

She spun around, hand dropping from the knob, and saw Pastor Jim hurrying toward her from the church booth, his arms open, his face alight with recognition and welcome.

In that single moment of hesitation, the door to Cole’s Clockworks stayed closed.

Time, however, had just started ticking on the second chance; neither she nor Henry knew how to reach for it yet.

“Clara Thompson,” Pastor Jim called across the square, his voice carrying over the crunch of snow and the murmur of morning shoppers. “Georgetown’s favorite runaway daughter finally made it home.”

Clara turned from the shop door she’d nearly opened and offered him a smile that felt steadier than she expected. Pastor Jim enveloped her in a warm hug, his coat smelling faintly of peppermint candies and the hymnals he still kept from the 1980s.

“It’s good to see you,” she said, stepping back. “You look exactly the same.”

“Oh, I most certainly do not,” he laughed, patting his rounded stomach. “But I’ll accept the compliment. Come walk with me before some other town gossip snatches you up.”

Clara let her hand fall from the clock shop’s doorknob—relief and disappointment curling together in her chest—and followed him across the square. Volunteers bustled around the church booth behind them, tying strands of garland and testing twinkle lights.

“How long are you home?” he asked, hands tucked into his long wool coat.

“I’m not sure yet,” Clara replied honestly. “I left Dallas pretty fast. Lost my job, ended my engagement, and realized I couldn’t outrun life anymore. So... I’m here. Trying to figure out what comes next.”

“Ah,” Jim said gently. “The in-between season. God does some of His best work in those.”

She smiled faintly. “You always know how to make uncertainty sound holy.”

“Well, we pastors have to justify our job security somehow,” he said with a wink. “Speaking of jobs—Clara, we need your help.”

“My help?”

“Desperately,” he said. “Half our festival decorators came down with a nasty flu, and the other half don’t believe symmetry is scriptural. You remember what Mrs. Turner did to the nativity scene?”

Clara stifled a laugh. “She gave one of the wise men a Hawaiian shirt.”

“She called it ‘cultural expression.’ I called it ‘heresy.’” He sighed dramatically. “So I’m begging you to oversee the church foyer decorations. You always had the touch.”

Clara hesitated. Returning home was one thing—but stepping back into the heart of community life? That required vulnerability she wasn’t sure she possessed anymore.

Still... she thought of her mother’s relief at her arrival, the quiet ache inside her chest, the way the town seemed to breathe warmth back into her bones.

“I can help with the festival,” she said. “I can’t promise anything after New Year’s.”

“That’s perfectly fine,” Pastor Jim said brightly. “One step at a time. We’re doing a ‘Light of the World’ theme. Candles, lanterns—maybe even a few antique clocks from Henry’s shop, if he’s willing to loan them.”

Clara’s breath hitched at the mention of his name.

“Henry still helps with the church décor?” she asked carefully.

“Every year,” Pastor Jim said. “Faithful as sunrise, stubborn as a mule.” His tone softened. “He’s doing well. Steady. Kind. But some hearts take longer to thaw than others.”

Clara looked back toward the shop window where the light glowed softly behind the glass. “I’m not worried,” she lied.

Jim didn’t call her on it. “We’re meeting tomorrow at ten to start decorating. Come if you can.”

“I’ll be there.”

“Good,” he said. “I’ll save you the good scissors.”

He walked away, leaving Clara alone in the center of the square. She looked once more at the shop, feeling her pulse flutter with longing and fear. She wasn’t ready.

“Tomorrow,” she whispered.

Inside Cole’s Clockworks, Henry adjusted the chime on a walnut wall clock, completely unaware of how close Clara had come to walking through his door. Ruby’s words about Clara’s return echoed in his mind in a loop he couldn’t silence. He tried to focus on the steady turning of gears, but his hands trembled once.

He took a breath, grounding himself in the rhythm of his work. He had no business hoping for anything. Not after all these years. Not after the way things ended. But hope had crept in anyway—quiet, uninvited, persistent.

The bell above the door chimed, and Henry’s heart leaped so sharply he almost dropped the clock.

But it wasn’t Clara.

Daniel Hollis trudged inside, snow in his hair, grin wide.

“Hi, Mr. Cole! Mamma sent me. Said to tell you if I slipped on the ice, I had to protect the pocket watch with my life.”

Henry chuckled. “Well, I’m glad you both survived the journey.”

He handed Daniel the silver watch, its restored ticking steady and confident. Daniel held it reverently, winding it exactly as Henry had shown him.

“It’s alive again,” Daniel whispered. “Mamma’s gonna cry. She says the house sounds empty without it.”

Henry knelt to meet the boy’s gaze. “Some things aren’t meant to stay broken.”

Daniel hesitated. “Do you think people are like watches? Mamma says holidays hurt because of the ones who aren’t here. Can people get fixed, too?”

Henry felt the question lodge deep inside him. Clara’s absence. His father’s death. Years of quiet.

“Yes,” he said softly. “I think people can be fixed. Maybe not all at once. Maybe not by us. But time and grace have a way of restoring things.”

Daniel nodded slowly, tucking the watch safely into his pocket. “Mamma says scars mean something mattered.”

Henry smiled. “She’s right.”

When the boy left, Henry lingered at the window. Snowflakes drifted in a slow dance across the square. His gaze drifted toward the direction of the Thompsons’ house, his chest tightening with a familiar ache.

“Maybe tomorrow,” he whispered.

Across town, Clara carried a box of gingerbread cookies into the kitchen, where her mother was sorting a tangle of Christmas ornaments. Mary looked up, eyebrows lifting.

“So? How was the square?”

“Warm. Busy. Beautiful,” Clara said, slipping off her coat. “And Pastor Jim recruited me to decorate the church foyer.”

“I knew it,” Mary said. “That man can talk a cat into volunteering.”

Clara sat beside her, twisting a ribbon between her fingers. “He mentioned borrowing clocks from Henry.”

Mary’s hands stilled on a strand of tinsel. “How do you feel about that?”

Clara stared at the ribbon, unable to meet her mother’s eyes. “I almost went into the shop today. I tried. But I froze.”

“That’s understandable,” Mary said gently. “Fifteen years don’t just vanish.”

“What if I made a mistake?” Clara whispered. “Leaving. Choosing a life so far from home.”

“You made the choices you needed to make then,” Mary said softly. “And now you get to make new ones.”

Clara lifted her eyes. “What if Henry regrets ever knowing me?”

“Then you’ll know,” Mary said simply. “And knowing is better than fear, imagining answers for you.”

Clara looked toward the window where snow floated down in soft, steady waves.

“Tomorrow,” she murmured. “I’ll go tomorrow.”

And in his quiet kitchen across town, Henry found himself whispering the very same word.

Two hearts.

Two promises.

Two tomorrows were coming closer with every tick.

Clara woke the next morning with the unmistakable feeling that something was shifting inside her—subtle, like the first creak of ice before it breaks, or the moment a tightly knotted ribbon loosens. She lay still beneath her childhood quilt, watching the soft winter light spill across her ceiling in pale golden stripes.

She thought of the square.

She thought of the church.

She thought of the clock shop she’d nearly walked into.

And, she thought of Henry.

She pressed her palm to her forehead. “Today,” she whispered. “Just breathe and take today as it comes.”

Downstairs, the scent of frying bacon and cinnamon hung in the air. Her mother hummed a Christmas hymn as Clara padded into the kitchen.

“Morning, sweetheart,” Mary said warmly. “Breakfast is almost done. You’ve got a big day ahead at the church.”

Clara slid into her seat, watching her mother bustle around the stove. “Mom... did you ever regret staying? Staying here, I mean?”

Mary paused, spatula in hand. “Never.” She turned, her smile wistful. “Of all the things I ever chose, staying was the easiest. Coming home is never a failure, Clara. Sometimes it’s the bravest step you can take.”

Clara absorbed the words slowly, grateful for their steadiness.

After breakfast, she bundled up—green sweater, warm coat, cream-colored scarf that still smelled faintly of lavender—and headed toward the church. Snow had stopped overnight, but the world remained frosted and quiet, as if Georgetown were holding its breath.

The moment she reached the church steps, she heard Pastor Jim calling out orders to a group of volunteers carrying boxes of decorations.

“Careful with that wreath, Larry! You bend it again, and Mrs. Turner will have your head on a platter!”

He spotted Clara and immediately beamed. “Our saving grace has arrived!”

Clara laughed. “I doubt I’m saving anything.”

“Your modesty is noted and ignored,” he said, ushering her inside. “We need your eye in the foyer. The garland is crooked, the ribbons are questionable, and the wise men look confused.”

The foyer was a flurry of activity. Garland hung unevenly across the banisters, several volunteers debated the placement of lanterns, and one woman kept insisting that the angels should “look more joyful,” even though their painted smiles were already stretching the limits of plaster.

Clara rolled up her sleeves.

“All right,” she said. “Let’s create something beautiful.”

For the next hour, she rearranged candles, rewound ribbons, and gently redirected Mrs. Turner’s more eccentric suggestions (“No, I don’t think the Baby Jesus needs sunglasses”). She worked with an ease that surprised her, confidence returning like a muscle that hadn’t forgotten its strength.

By the time they took a short break, the foyer was transforming into something warm, inviting, and softly luminous—precisely what she hoped Christmas would feel like again.

Pastor Jim reappeared with a box in his arms. “Henry dropped these off early this morning. Said you’d know where they should go.”

Clara froze.

“Henry was here?” she asked carefully.

“Just missed him,” Jim said. “Quiet as always. But he brought these.” He opened the box to reveal three small antique clocks—each polished, elegant, and ticking with gentle life.

Beautiful. Familiar.

Her heart fluttered.

“He loaned these every year?” she asked.

“Every year without fail,” Jim replied. “Even when he was grieving his father. Even the year you left. That man doesn’t miss Christmas.”

Clara reached into the box and lifted the smallest clock—a delicate porcelain one painted with holly leaves and trimmed in gold. It was the clock Henry had repaired for her mother the night before she left for Dallas. He had stayed up past midnight polishing it, saying he wanted it perfect for Mary—because “homes deserve working clocks.”

She inhaled softly, fingers trembling around the porcelain.

“Are you all right?” Jim asked gently.

“Just... remembering,” she said.

He nodded. “Memories are good. They help us see what matters.”

Clara placed the clock on the foyer’s welcome table, adjusting it so the light struck the gold trim. As she arranged the other two, her heartbeat steadied and softened, like each tick soothed something raw inside her.

A voice behind her spoke quietly. “That looks beautiful.”

She turned.

Ruby Sanders stood in the doorway, cheeks pink from the cold, arms cradling a box of ornaments. Her eyes sparkled with the knowing warmth of someone who had lived long enough to witness more stories than she’d ever tell.

“Ruby,” Clara said, offering a small smile. “You’re volunteering too?”

“I volunteer every year,” Ruby said. “The Lord and this town both know I’m too nosy to stay home.”

Clara laughed, relieved.

Ruby set her box down and studied her face. “You look better this morning. Less... weighed down.”

“Decorating helps,” Clara admitted. “Feels familiar.”

Ruby stepped closer. “Familiar isn’t bad, honey. Familiar is often where we find the pieces we didn’t know we were missing.”

Clara swallowed. “Ruby... does Henry seem happy?”

The older woman paused, carefully measuring her words.

“Henry is steady,” Ruby said. “Faithful. A good man with a generous heart. But happiness? I think he put that on a shelf a long time ago. Maybe waiting for a reason to take it down.”

Clara’s throat tightened. “I don’t know what I am to him anymore.”

Ruby’s smile softened. “Maybe that’s something you two need to discover. One conversation at a time. One step at a time.”

“I’m scared,” Clara said quietly.

“Of what?”

“That I hurt him too deeply. That I don’t have the right to come back into his life.”

Ruby touched her arm. “Clara Thompson, love isn’t a right you earn. It’s a choice two people make every day, even after long winters. And sometimes—if you’re lucky—Christmas offers a thaw.”

Clara blinked back the sting in her eyes. “What if he doesn’t want to see me?”

Ruby chuckled. “If Henry Cole didn’t want to see you, sweetheart, you’d know. And he wouldn’t be dropping off clocks this early to the exact room you’d be decorating.”

Clara opened her mouth to respond, but Ruby raised a hand.

“No arguing,” she said. “Just notice what the world is telling you. Notice what your heart feels. And if you feel pulled toward that clock shop...” She shrugged gently. “Then walk.”

Clara looked again at the small porcelain clock on the table, ticking softly like a memory waking.

“I’ll think about it,” she whispered.

Ruby smiled. “Thinking is good. Doing is better.”

As the volunteers resumed decorating, Clara stepped back to watch the foyer glow under warm lights. For the first time in years, she felt something inside her stretch awake—a small, fragile hope she hadn’t expected.

Back at Cole’s Clockworks, Henry stood by the window polishing the grandfather clock pendulum, stopping every few minutes to glance toward the direction of the church.

He didn’t know why.

He just felt drawn.

Connected.

Like time itself was moving him somewhere he wasn’t sure he was ready to go.

But he whispered the same promise Clara had made that morning.

“Today,” he murmured.

Across town, Clara pressed a hand to her chest and echoed his breath.

“Today.”

Two hearts slowly turning.

Two steps edging closer.

Two chances waiting for one moment of courage.

Clara spent the next hour helping volunteers arrange lanterns along the church hallway, pausing now and then to adjust a bow or straighten a wreath. She tried to stay focused on the task in front of her, but her mind drifted again and again toward the clock shop across the square. Toward the man she had not seen in fifteen years. Toward the life she once imagined she would share with him.
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