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Introduction to “The Clock Forgets Me”

The Clock Forgets Me takes readers into the fragile and confusing world of Eileen Hart, an 82-year-old woman whose relationship with time and memory begins to unravel in unexpected ways. Through Eileen’s perspective, Raymond Brunell crafts a deep exploration of memory, forgetting, and the fluid nature of time, examining how these elements shape our understanding of identity, family, and the choices that define our lives.

Themes and Literary Merit

At its heart, this novel explores the unreliability of memory and the ways we sometimes choose to ignore brutal truths. When we first meet Eileen, she lives alone in the house she shared with her late husband Harold for decades. However, as strange occurrences begin to multiply—a kitchen clock missing its minute hand, sunflowers growing impossibly overnight, a son she doesn’t remember having—the narrative carefully unravels a more complex story about protective amnesia and the psychological mechanisms we use to shield ourselves from painful realities.

Brunell’s prose is both beautiful and precise, capturing Eileen’s disorientation while maintaining a profound empathy for her struggle. The novel’s structure mirrors its themes, with time behaving unpredictably as days blur together and the linear progression of events becomes increasingly questionable.

Symbolism and Motifs

Throughout the narrative, several recurring symbols deepen the thematic resonance:

Clocks serve as the central metaphor, with the kitchen clock’s missing minute hand representing Eileen’s broken connection with time. As Heinrich Mueller, the clockmaker, explains: “Time sickness…happens to old clocks when their keepers die. They don’t remember how to measure things that are no longer there.”

Sunflowers appear as symbols of persistence and growth, despite the passing of time. They emerge impossibly in Eileen’s garden, growing toward the light regardless of whether she remembers planting them, suggesting that some truths continue to grow even when we cannot recall their origins.

Seeds recur throughout the narrative as representations of buried memories and potential for renewal. Found in unexpected places (inside clocks, mixed with ashes, sent in letters from Eileen’s future self), they embody the novel’s central idea that “love grows best in soil that remembers the seeds it’s held.”

Narrative Structure

The novel unfolds through dated journal entries (“Day 1: I Wake to Rain,” “Day 3: The Dog Next Door,” etc.), creating a dreamlike progression that subtly shifts as Eileen’s grip on conventional time loosens. This structure allows readers to experience her confusion firsthand while questioning which version of reality—if any—can be trusted.

Literary Connections

Brunell’s work stands in conversation with other literary explorations of memory and perception. Readers might recognize echoes of Gabriel García Márquez’s magical realism, Shirley Jackson’s domestic surrealism, or the contemplative approach to time found in Virginia Woolf’s works. Yet The Clock Forgets Me carves its distinctive path through its tender portrayal of late-life reconciliation and its unique symbolism.

Reading Experience

Approaching this novel requires a willingness to surrender certainty. Like Eileen, readers must navigate a world where clocks keep inconsistent time, reflections move before their subjects do, and hallways shrink overnight. The resulting experience is both unsettling and deeply moving—a reminder that even our most fundamental perceptions of reality are contingent and subjective.

As Eileen gradually confronts the truth about her son David and the choices she made as a young woman, the novel explores how memory, even when fractured or deliberately suppressed, shapes our understanding of ourselves. In Brunell’s skilled hands, Eileen’s journey becomes a profound meditation on how we construct narrative meaning from the disparate fragments of our lives.

The Clock Forgets Me ultimately asks us to consider what remains when memory fails: Do our choices retain their meaning when we can no longer recall making them? Can love persist when its history has been forgotten? In exploring these questions, Brunell offers no definitive answers but a compassionate vision of how meaning might transcend even the limitations of memory itself.
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I wake up to rain




The rain doesn’t sound right. It’s not the percussion I’ve heard for eight decades; it’s something softer, like fingers tapping against glass from the inside. I lie in bed and listen to it miss the beat, like Harold’s arthritic fingers used to mess up hymns. One, two, three, stop, two, three. There is always that pause when certainty is expected.




I reach for the lamp on my bedside table, and after fifty-seven years of doing so, my fingers find the switch in the dark. The light comes on, throwing familiar shadows across the room that Harold and I shared for so long. For the six years since the funeral, I’ve kept his side of the bed just the way it is. I know it’s not possible, but the pillow still has a faint impression of his head. The mind creates images that it needs to see.




The digital clock says it’s 6:47 AM, but this morning that seems like something I can change. Since Harold’s death, time has been moving differently. Hours have turned into minutes, and minutes have turned into small eternities. I swing my legs over the side of the bed and touch the braided rug that Harold’s mother made for us for our first anniversary. As I stand, the floorboards sing their familiar song, but today it sounds different—higher and more urgent. I tell myself that the house is settling. But this house has been occupied for a long time.




The storm is coming, and my joints hurt. I can read the weather in old bones now, like sheet music. It’s a barometric symphony. But the pressure today feels different. It’s not just low; it’s also unstable, like the air can’t decide which way to lean.




The coffee maker gurgles to life on its timer downstairs. The sound pulls me toward the kitchen like a bell calling people to worship. I walk down the hall, past the pictures of Harold and me at our wedding, our silver anniversary, and the trip we took to Door County the summer before he got sick. The faces in the frames flicker a little in the dim morning light, as if they aren’t sure which version of themselves to be.




The minute hand on the clock in the kitchen is gone.




When I pushed through the swinging door, I heard the coffee’s automatic gurgle and knew what was going on. The hour hand points to seven, but the minute hand is just gone. It hasn’t broken off or fallen to the floor; it’s just not there, as if it never existed. The second hand keeps going around its circuit, keeping track of time that doesn’t add up.




It’s seven o’clock. But what about seven? The digital display on the coffee maker says 7:23, but I trust the old clock more. Harold’s grandmother had it. She lived through the Dust Bowl, three moves, Harold’s father’s drinking, and the year their farm almost went under. A clock that has seen everything should know better than to break.




I pour coffee into Harold’s mug, but I still can’t bring myself to use the good china for one. Then I sit down at the kitchen table. The rain keeps falling in a syncopated pattern against the windows. I can see Mrs. Kowalski’s garden through the lace curtains. It looks like watercolor paintings of green and brown. It’s October in Wisconsin, so her tomatoes should be done by now. But they are still heavy and red on the vine, as if they don’t know what season it is.




I cleaned the pot, but the coffee tastes like it did yesterday. I made new grounds. I bought the same Folgers that I’ve been buying for thirty years. For fifty-seven years, I’ve done things the same way in this house. But it tastes old, like the water remembers being coffee before, or like my taste buds have forgotten how to tell the difference between fresh and old.




I look through yesterday’s newspaper, but I don’t remember reading it. The Courier is still folded up where I left it. The headlines still seem familiar in that vague way of déjà vu. There’s something about the school board voting to put a new roof on the elementary school, the price of corn futures, and a wedding announcement for a couple whose names I should know but don’t quite. Jennifer Something and Michael Something Else are getting married, and their faces are full of hope that reminds me of my own youth.




At my age, the obituary section always catches my eye. Three people died. Leonard Kowalski, who was 78 years old, is survived by his wife, Margaret, and their two children. I know Margaret; she’s the one who has the tomatoes that won’t grow. But I don’t remember her saying that Leonard was sick, and I definitely don’t remember him dying. Death is news in a town this small. At the funeral home, people bring casseroles and sit in folding chairs, chatting about the weather until it’s time to talk about the person who has passed away.




I don’t know what the other two names mean. Dorothy Hinz, 82, was a loving mother and grandmother. Robert Chen, 65, used to work for the post office. Yesterday, on October 15th, they both died. Or the day before that. Time has been slippery lately, with days blending together like watercolors in the rain.




The phone rings. Two short bursts, then nothing. The way you wait for the third ring when you’ve spent your whole life learning how machines work. But it doesn’t show up. When I pick up the phone, all I hear is the empty sound of a connection that never quite happened, like listening to a seashell that has forgotten the ocean.




I look at the caller ID. The screen displays a number I don’t recognize, but the name evokes a rush of emotion: EILEEN HART. That’s my name. My number is calling my number. I notice that my fingers are cold and that the phone suddenly feels heavy in my hand, as if it were made of lead instead of plastic.




I carefully put the receiver down, as if it might bite. I could swear I just poured the coffee in my mug, but it’s already cooled to room temperature. My heart beats in my ears, fighting with the rain’s broken rhythm.




The rain outside changes pitch and becomes more persistent. The noise makes me go to the window, where I see Mrs. Kowalski come out of her house in a black dress and get into a car I don’t know. I see that I’m going to her husband’s funeral. I don’t remember my husband dying.




The clock in the kitchen still says seven. The second hand makes a small, precise circle, but the hour hand hasn’t moved. Today, time has chosen to be close.




I need to get up and do something normal. Since Harold died, my morning routine has been my anchor. It’s a series of small tasks that show me that the day is still going in the right direction. I go up the stairs to get ready for the day, but I can’t remember what day it is. It’s Tuesday? What about Wednesday? Since Harold died, the days have started to blend together, with each one looking like the one before it. But this morning feels different; it’s not empty, it’s not done. Like a sentence that ends in the middle of a thought or a song that forgets its tune.




I see myself in the mirror in the bedroom. I could have sworn I heard the rain on the roof all night, but my hair is dry. My reflection looks tired but not surprised, as if she’s been waiting for the world to forget how to be itself.




I take my time getting dressed and pick out the blue cardigan that Harold liked, even though he’s not here to see it. It feels like the sweater is absorbing moisture from the air, making it heavier than it usually is. Or like sadness has a weight that sinks into cloth, skin, and the spaces between thoughts.




The rain keeps singing its stuttering song against the windows, and I know I left a door open in the house. I stop on the landing and listen. The creak is different from the house’s usual settling; it’s sharper and more deliberate, like someone turned a knob and stepped over a threshold. The air pressure changes, which makes my ears pop a little.




I say, “Harold?” even though I know he won’t answer. The silence that follows feels different from the silence of an empty house. It sounds like the silence of a home that has forgotten how to be empty.




I walk down the upstairs hallway, looking in each room as I go. The guest room where our daughter stayed when she came to visit, before we started arguing about money, Medicare, and whether I should sell the house. The bathroom where Harold’s razor is still in the medicine cabinet, even though I know I threw it away months ago. The tiny room we used as an office still has Harold’s desk exactly how he left it: bills neatly stacked and his fountain pen uncapped, as if he had just stepped out.




But he didn’t just leave. He passed away on a Tuesday morning in February. The snow was so thick outside the hospital window that it looked like the world had been erased. I held his hand while the machines stopped playing their electronic song, and I could tell exactly when he stopped being present and started being past.




So, what’s up with his desk? It looks like he’s just getting back.




I touch the pen. The ink is still wet. On the desk is a half-finished letter in Harold’s careful handwriting that says, “The soil here is depleted. Nothing grows the way it should anymore. Even the worms have forgotten which way is up.”




Harold never wrote poetry. He was a handyman who changed oil and fixed lawnmowers. He also built the back porch himself. He didn’t write letters about worms that were confused and soil that was getting less fertile.




I read the letter again, but the words change when I don’t look at them directly. It now says, “The time here is running out. Nothing lasts the way it should. Even the clocks have forgotten which way is forward.”




When I put the pen down, my hands shake. The pressure in my bones is like a warning bell. No matter what storm is coming, it won’t be rain and wind.




I go back to the kitchen and get myself another cup of coffee. The clock still doesn’t have a minute hand, and seven o’clock keeps going, refusing to turn into eight or seven-thirty. I sit down at the table and open the paper again, but the words move a little when I don’t look directly at them. Today, October 16th, is the date of Leonard Kowalski’s death, according to his obituary. But that can’t be true. I just saw Margaret leave for the funeral.




Unless time is going in more than one direction at once, like a river that has lost track of which way it should flow.




I get out the little notebook I keep in the kitchen drawer. It’s where I write down phone numbers, grocery lists, and reminders. I write “Day 1: I Wake to Rain” in the careful cursive I taught to third-graders forty years ago at the top of a new page. Below that, I write, “The minute hand is gone. The phone called itself. Time is seven o’clock until further notice.” The pen feels warm in my hand, solid and honest in a way that grounds me.




Writing keeps me grounded, just like it did when I taught for forty years. Writing down words makes proof, proof that thoughts were there at a specific time. I can trust it if I write it down. I can count on myself.




I added another line: “Margaret Kowalski buried her husband and went grocery shopping in the same black dress. Harold’s desk has a letter he never wrote. The dates on the obituary keep changing.”




The rain continues to fall outside in its broken rhythm. Mrs. Kowalski’s car comes back, and she gets out, still wearing the black dress. But now she has grocery bags, like she went shopping instead of burying her husband. She waves at my window, and I wave back, but I don’t think she can see me through the lace curtains.




The doorbell rings.




I look up from my notebook, still holding my pen. The doorbell rings again, this time with two long chimes that echo through the house. I don’t think anyone is coming. Most people in a town this small just knock and talk through the screen door.




I walk to the front door and look through the peephole. A middle-aged man stands on my porch, wearing a suit that appears expensive but is slightly wrinkled, as if he has been traveling. He has a briefcase and keeps looking at his watch. I don’t know who he is.




I unlock the door but leave the chain on. “Yes?”




“Mrs. Hart? Mrs. Eileen Hart?” His voice is pleasant and sounds like it came from a professional. “I’m sorry to bother you so early. My name is David Hart, and I think I’m your son.”




The words hit me like ice water. I don’t have kids. Harold and I tried for years, took tests and got treatment, and dealt with the quiet sadness of empty bedrooms. We came to terms with it a long time ago.




“I think you have the wrong house,” I say.




He takes a picture out of his briefcase. I can see a young woman with a baby through the door. The woman looks like me, but she’s forty years younger. The baby’s eyes are like Harold’s.




He says, “I know this must be a shock. I’ve been looking for you for a long time. Here are your birth certificate, mine, and the adoption papers.”




My legs don’t feel right. I’ve never had a baby. I have never signed papers to adopt. But I know the woman in the picture; I can see the kitchen behind her, the lace curtains, and the clock on the wall. The clock has both hands, but they are not visible in the picture.




“I don’t get it,” I say softly.




“Can I come in? I think we have a lot to talk about.”
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