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Chapter 1 

 
 

The watch had stopped at 3:57 p.m. on Wednesday, January the 

29th.  It was an otherwise ordinary day, filled with worries about 

whether I'd make it to the library of the sprawling university which 

straddled two rivers in time to research a term paper.  There'd been 

no sense of loss or overwhelming dread, for those two emotions 

were ones I had lived with my entire existence, just a feeling that 

suddenly I had run out of time. I must have looked at that watch 

twenty more times before I'd realized the clock on the wall had 

moved into the future, but the watch on my wrist remained stuck at 

3:57 p.m. 

I stared out the windows as the city bus bumped past the 

textile mills which rose above Boardinghouse Park like an 

enormous, red-brick citadel. A hunter green pavilion stood 

abandoned in a shroud of snow, delicate icicles glistening in the 

lattice like angel's tears. Josh had taken me there once to listen to a 

concert, one of the free ones, when it had still been warm enough to 

sit outside. I clutched my fist to my chest and forced myself to look 

out of the opposite window, feigning interest in the City Magnet 

School so the wizened old Vietnamese man who sat across the aisle 

from me would not think I was staring at him. 

The bus turned the corner, past a three-story row of boarding 

houses which looked out of place in a city now comprised of 

storefronts and office space. During the Industrial Revolution, a 

whole generation of women had abandoned their farms to work in 

the textile mills the same way young people today abandoned their 

small towns to attend the state university which straddled the 

rivers. Then, as now, there were jobs to be held in the massive brick 

buildings which lined the canals, only these days the mills 



produced a warp and weft of the high-tech ilk: technology, science 

and engineering jobs.  

I fiddled with my watch, reminding myself that my decision 

had been a sensible one. I had come to this city to ensure a better 

life, to escape the trap my mother had fallen into of marriage young 

and too many children to escape.  I was a straight-A student with a 

solid background of work-study. I was only twenty-two. I had my 

whole life mapped out in front of me. Why, oh why then, did it 

hurt so much to be right? 

The bus dropped me at the Woolworth building even though 

there had been no Woolworth's here the entire four years I'd 

attended U-Mass Lowell. The streets were clogged with irritable 

drivers eager to get home to reunite with their families. The bus 

pulled away, leaving me standing in a snowbank in a downtown 

which had already begun to close up for the evening. The fading 

sunlight shone upon an enormous green clock which sat atop a 

verdigris pole, its black hands pointed at 3:45.  Twelve minutes to 

go, no! The past was in the past. I turned my back to it and hurried 

away, twisting my watch as I clutched my coat to my neck. 

Rock salt crunched beneath my boots as I walked up Central 

Street, almost landing flat on my backside when the sidewalk 

crossed the Lower Pawtucket Canal. A battalion of ice floes raced 

under the bridge, turning the partially melted snow above it into a 

treacherous sheen of black ice. I held onto the pristine painted 

railing, thankful the city had completed the new bridge before 

winter had come as that would have necessitated a trip miles out of 

my way.  In a city dominated by one-way streets, two rivers and a 

network of canals, all distances are measured not as the crow flies, 

but how far you have to walk to get across the nearest bridge. 

It was five city blocks past struggling small businesses to the 

building MapQuest had flagged as my destination. On the way I 

was greeted more than once, but I kept my head down, fearful eye 

contact might be an invitation to violence. A four-story brick 

building with a black Mansard roof curved gracefully around the 

corner of Central and Middlesex Street in a gentle, feminine arc. I 



took the small, white box out of my purse and read the gold letters 

which spelled out 'Martyn Jewelers' in an almost feminine script.  

This was the place. Here. Josh had bought the watch for me here.  

Like most store fronts in the Lowell National Historical Park, 

the building had been restored to its Victorian era glory, with 

moderate plate-glass windows surrounded by thick black painted 

wooden trim. On one of those windows sat a large painted sign 

stating 'Retirement Sale.' Beneath it was a smaller sign, the one I 

had hoped for, a diminutive sign which said 'watches repaired.' 

I pushed open the door and cringed as jingle bells announced 

my entrance. It appeared the store had once been the lobby to the 

floors above, with square glass cases wound along the outer walls. 

Three of the cases were empty, but the remaining two were neatly 

arranged with bracelets and jewelry, all spaced out to make it look 

like there was more inventory than there really was.  

A tall, white-haired man leaned over the counter, listening 

intently to a woman who animatedly waved her hands. From her 

straight black hair and heavy accent she was Southeast Asian, 

possibly Cambodian, or maybe she was Vietnamese. The 

watchmaker wore a small monocle clipped to his glasses and 

peered through it at whatever had the woman so excited. 

I glanced at my watch, but as it had for the past six weeks, the 

delicate gold hands were stuck at 3:57 p.m. The watchmaker caught 

my eye and tilted his hand to indicate he would help me as soon as 

he finished with his existing customer. I gave him a wan, forced 

smile, signaling I would wait. The man was wrinkled and thin, 

wearing a white pinstriped dress shirt and tie, possibly in his 

seventies, or maybe even in his eighties? No. The man had to be 

ninety if he was a day. The watchmaker had a genteel, almost 

timeless quality about him, and after a while, I simply gave up 

trying to guess his age. 

I leaned up against an empty glass case and stared around the 

room, wondering if there was anything here I could afford. No. 

Every penny I had was tied up in my college education, for that 

was my escape plan and I had no money for frivolities such as gold. 



I twisted the band of my broken watch, my gold Bulova watch 

which had likely cost more than any jewelry I had ever owned. A 

display shelf graced the wall behind the watchmaker of other 

watches, but the inventory was sparse, for watches were a practical 

gift, and at 50% off, the watches had likely been the first to go. 

How much had Josh paid for my watch? 

No. It didn't matter. How much he had spent would not have 

changed anything I had done at the time. All that mattered was to 

get it fixed now, for I could not bear to leave it stuck at 3:57 p.m. 

The Cambodian woman's voice grew louder, but it did not 

sound as though she was angry. Had her accent not been so thick I 

might have eavesdropped, but who was I to pry into the affairs of 

others? I leaned back on the case and was startled when the soft 

tinkle of glass warned me I had almost knocked something over. 

Much to my surprise, there were three glass cloches on the counter 

I had moments before mistaken for empty. In front of the three was 

a small, neatly lettered placard which stated in a feminine cursive: 

--Ask how you can win an hour in time.-- 

Inside each cloche sat a beautiful watch, more luxurious and 

ornate than any I had ever seen. The first was a silver wristwatch, 

or more likely it was platinum, with an LCD display which showed 

the time, the date and year, the time zone, the seconds, as well as 

the longitude and latitude.  It was hung on a small slender platform 

the way one might display a porcelain doll. I squinted to read the 

manufacturer's name which was printed in an archaic, almost 

illegible script.  Skuld. Never heard of them. Maybe it was 

Japanese? 

The second watch was not so very different from my own, with 

a band of gold and silver, and a third color which might have been 

copper. It had old-fashioned hands and a series of tiny dials which, 

like the first watch, displayed the date and year, the time zone, the 

seconds, and longitude and latitude. On its face was imprinted the 

manufacturer's name, Verðandi.  

The third watch was a pocket watch on a thick, gold chain, the 

kind you might see from the 1800's. It was solid gold by the look of 



it, with an ornately carved case which could be shut to protect the 

glass. This watch, like the other two, displayed the date and time, 

as well as the time zone, seconds, longitude and latitude. Its face 

proudly proclaimed it had been manufactured by a company 

known as Urðr. 

A peculiar thought crossed my mind.  Had there been official 

time zones, longitudes and latitudes back in the 1800's?  There must 

have been. Either that or it was a replica. All three watches 

appeared to be horrifically expensive, and while I could find no 

price tag, I could see why they'd been placed in the glass cloches to 

make sure nobody walked off with them.  

At last the Cambodian woman finished whatever business 

she'd come here to transact. The watchmaker shook her hand and 

bid her farewell. I glanced at her through my eyelashes as she 

passed my way, pretending to be interested in something else. 

While she wore that reserved expression typical of immigrant 

Asian women, I could see by the crinkling around her eyes she 

appeared to be pleased. She tucked a tiny golden object into her 

purse, and with a nod of acknowledgment, she pushed her way out 

of the jingle-bell laden door. 

The watchmaker's face lit up into a smile. 

"And what, young lady, might I do for you?" 

I stepped forward and slipped the broken watch off of my 

wrist, feeling naked the moment it left the warmth of my flesh. 

"My watch stopped," were the only words which came to mind 

"Do you need a new battery?" 

"I already tried that," I said. "Three times. All at different 

stores." 

The watchmaker took my watch from my outstretched fingers. 

I felt a feeling of loss the moment it left my hand and had to resist 

the urge to clutch it back and shout at him that nobody was 

allowed to touch it. He placed it down gently on a small grey-

velvet square and reached into a box to pull out a slender pry-tool. 

This would be the fourth time in six weeks I had let somebody 



disembowel my watch, and the thought of that alone made me 

want to retch. 

The watchmaker slid down his monocle and peered into the 

watches guts. 

"When did it stop working?" the watchmaker asked. 

"At 3:57 p.m.," I said. "On Wednesday, January the 29th." 

The watchmaker glanced up, his blue eyes filled with curiosity. 

They were the eyes of a much younger man, so very different from 

the aged appearance of his skin. I expected him to ask me 

questions, but he merely waited for me to tell him whatever I 

wished to say. 

"I was finishing up the last class of the day," I told him, "when I 

looked at my watch and realized it had stopped. I tried to fix it, but 

at each store they said they had to send it out for repair. You are the 

only person in town, they said, who still fixes watches yourself." 

The watchmaker scrutinized my expression. 

"Six weeks is a long time to go without a watch," the 

watchmaker said. "Especially when one depends upon their watch 

to be on time for their next class. Why didn't you leave it there for 

them to fix it? It would have been gone and come back to you 

within a week." 

My lip trembled as I rubbed the empty spot on my wrist. 

"Because I could not bear to let it go." 

The watchmaker held up the watch and peered inside its belly. 

His hands were surprisingly steady for one so advanced in age. 

"I can see nothing wrong on the surface," he said. "I shall need 

to keep it, just long enough to take it apart and figure out what 

went wrong." 

"How many days?" I asked.  Tears welled into my eyes. 

The watchmaker's face crinkled into a sympathetic expression. 

"It is almost closing time," he said. "But this time of year, 

sometimes my daughter is late when she comes to pick me up. Why 

don't you go have a cup of coffee and I'll see what I can do? At the 

very least, it should help me estimate how much it will cost to fix 

it." 



I nodded, grateful the watchmaker understood. 

"I, uh, hoped it might still be under warranty?" I asked. 

"That depends," the watchmaker said. "Where did you buy it 

from?" 

"My boy-- uhm. My friend bought it here." 

I pulled out the small, white box with the ornate lettering on it, 

the one which bore the name of this store. The watchmaker's face 

curved up into a sympathetic smile. 

"Very well, then," the watchmaker said. "I shall be happy to 

diagnose it for free. What's your friend's name?" 

"Josh.  Josh Padilla." 

The watchmaker hobbled over to a strange little cubby tucked 

into the corner of the room, and for the first time I noticed he 

leaned heavily upon a three-pronged cane. He rummaged through 

a series of wooden drawers. 

"Did you say Joshua?" the watchmaker asked. 

"Josue," I said. "J-o-s-u-e. It's the, uh, Puerto Rican spelling." I 

lowered my voice as I said the last words. To my own ears, my 

prejudices sounded unwarranted and offensive. 

The watchmaker rummaged some more, and then pulled out a 

small, yellowed card. 

"Here it is," the watchmaker said. "Josue Padilla. 198 South 

Street in the Acre section of Lowell." 

"Yes," I whispered. A pink flush of shame crept into my cheeks. 

Did he know? Did the watchmaker know that was the address for 

the Bishop Markham housing project? 

The watchmaker hobbled back and placed the yellowed card 

on the glass in front of me. Next to it he put down a tiny manila 

envelope, one just large enough to hold a watch. He began to fill 

out a brand new customer card in a bold, blue pen that was 

surprisingly steady given the watchmaker's age. 

"What's your name, young lady?" he asked. 

He did not wait for my answer, but wrote on his own, 'Marae 

O'Conaire.' 

"That's me," I whispered.  How much did he know? 



"Address?" 

I gave him my address at the dorm. 

The watchmaker jotted down a few more notes. As he did, I 

peeked at the yellowed card with Josh's information on it. $389 he 

had paid for my Bulova, with $50 down, and the rest paid in $20 

weekly installments until he had paid for the watch in full. The 

date he had bought it was the day after he had told me that he 

loved me, and the last date on the card was the day before he had 

taken me out to dinner and asked me if we could be exclusive. 

I turned away, unable to look at it anymore. 

"We close at five, but I will probably be here until 5:30," the 

watchmaker said. "Check back before then, or if I'm gone, come 

back tomorrow. At the very least, I should be able to figure out 

what's wrong." 

He ripped a numbered yellow retrieval ticket off of the manila 

envelope and handed to me. I nodded gratefully. 

"If you can't fix it tonight, would it be alright if I pick it up, and 

then bring it back again later when you have the parts to fix it?" 

The watchmaker studied my expression. 

"The Chinese restaurant across the street has a fine wonton 

soup this time of year," the watchmaker said. "It is only $2.25 for 

soup and a piece of bread. It would give you someplace 

comfortable to sit so you are not waiting in the cold." 

Was I really that easy to read? Yes, I suppose I was. My 

association with Josh had branded me as one of the 'lower class.' 

"Thank you," I whispered. 

The watchmaker hobbled back to file Josh's yellowed card back 

into its grave. He paused, and then pulled out another card. 

"I remember this young man," the watchmaker said. "A little 

over a year ago he wrote to me and asked me to put a second item 

on layaway. Every week he mailed me in the payment, but then he 

never came back to pick it up." 

A sensation akin to being dropped out of an airplane began to 

make the room seem very far away. 

"When was he supposed to come back to get it?" I asked. 



"The last payment was due March 1st of last year," the 

watchmaker said. "Almost a year ago today." 

My stomach clenched and threatened to hurl, even though I 

had not eaten a thing in weeks. That had been the day I'd broken 

up with him. The day I'd refused to see him. The day I had sent 

him a text message telling him our prior separation had been 

difficult enough, and I did not want to be tied down to a man who 

wasn't here to love me. 

"Let me see if I can find where I put it," the watchmaker said. 

"There was only $20 due, so I did not put it back into inventory." 

'No!' I wanted to shout at him. 'I do not wish to see this thing!' 

But I did not say it, because I wanted to have my suspicions 

confirmed. 

The watchmaker hobbled past me into the back room of the 

store. Through a square cut into the wall, I could see him rummage 

past walls of cubbies filled with every watch-part you could 

imagine. While he twisted the combination to a safe, I resisted the 

urge to bolt out the door and run away.  

The world felt very far away as the watchmaker hobbled back 

out and placed a tiny black square box upon the grey velvet pad. 

"He spoke very highly of you," the watchmaker said. "Every 

week when he sent his payment, he wrote me a nice letter, telling 

me all about you." 

"Do you still have these letters?" I asked, tears welling in my 

eyes. 

"Somewhere," the watchmaker said. He gestured towards the 

room he had just hobbled out of. "As you can see, I like to hang 

onto things. You never know when something you threw out turns 

out to be important." 

I picked up the box, trembling as I caressed the black velvet. 

Like my watch-box, it had Martyn's Jewelers engraved into the lid. I 

snapped it open, determined to know the truth. 

I gasped when I saw what Josh had bought, not the 

engagement ring I had been expecting, but a pair of matching 



golden rings. I lifted up the rings and examined the inside. In small, 

cursive script the watchmaker had engraved our names. 

With a sob I snapped shut the box and put it back upon the 

counter. 

"Whatever happened to that man?" the watchmaker asked. "He 

said he was determined to always give you the best." 

My chest shuddered as I choked out the horrible truth. 

"He died," I whispered. "Six weeks ago in Afghanistan." 

 

 

  



Chapter 2 

 
 

Josue Padilla died in Afghanistan at 3:57 p.m., Eastern 

Standard Time. He died in an ambush on a remote mountain road 

in the Pakita province, acting as the point-man because Josh had 

always put everybody else's safety first. He had already been in the 

Army Reserves when I had met him one night after the ROTC had 

run a recruitment demonstration on the campus, but he had not 

gone active duty until after I'd already been seeing him for a year, 

after he'd told me that he loved me, after he had bought me the 

watch. 

Nobody had told me that Josh was dead, that he had died a 

hero, that for three long weeks I had stared at my broken watch, 

unable to figure out why it no longer worked, but unable to bear 

the sensation of it off my wrist. If I hadn't run into his sister at 

Cote's Market the day they sold the homemade bread and beans, I 

don't think anybody would have told me at all. 

Why would they? When I had dumped him the night before 

he'd shipped out to Afghanistan and told him I would not wait for 

a man who might just end up dead? 

Had Josh lived, I would have been at Logan Airport this 

morning when the rest of his unit had arrived home instead of been 

shunned when his family had quietly flown to Washington DC last 

month to accept a silver star and then buried him in the Arlington 

National Cemetery alongside all the other generals and heroes. 

I didn't realize I had broken down and was blubbering all over 

the glass countertop until the watchmaker placed a box of tissues 

next to the ring box. 

"I rather figured something bad had happened to the young 

man," the watchmaker said. "Why else would he pay for this and 

then never pick it up?" 



I did not have the courage to tell him that the reason Josh had 

never picked it up was because he'd only been given leave of 24 

hours, and he had squandered that time searching for me after I had 

text messaged him to tell him I did not wish to see him. He'd been 

unaware I hid in the dormitory room next door, surrounded by my 

girlfriends, and wept as Josh had pounded upon my door and 

called my name, his voice breaking with tears. 

I grabbed a tissue and blew my nose. 

"Can you fix it?" I pointed to the watch. "Can you fix whatever I 

did to break it?" 

The watchmaker lowered his monocle and peered into the dead 

watch's guts. 

"People think of time as an irrevocable power, but the keeping 

of time is a delicate, intricate thing. Usually the gears mesh 

smoothly, but sometimes an impurity can cause the gears to seize 

up and bind." He slipped the watch into the envelope and met my 

gaze. "Come back in an hour. I will see if I can diagnose the 

problem." 

I turned to leave and the watchmaker took my hand. Without a 

word, he slipped the small, black ring box into it, the box Josh had 

never picked up because -I- had been frightened and chosen to 

break his heart. 

"He would want for you to have this," the watchmaker said. 

I wanted to say 'I'm not worthy to accept this gift,' but instead I 

told him the next available truth. 

"I am broke," I said. "I spent every penny I had for the bus fare 

to get over here. I do not even have enough money to walk across 

the street and buy some soup." 

"As far as I'm concerned Josh paid for this when he gave his life 

defending our country," the watchmaker said. "It is only twenty 

dollars, and if he were here to buy it today, he would get it at a 

discount, for I am closing my business to spend my remaining days 

with my family." 



The watchmaker wore a determined look that reminded me a 

bit of Josh, the look that all soldiers had, and I wondered if the 

watchmaker was a veteran.  

"Okay," I whispered. I took the box and slid it into the zippered 

pocket of my book bag. 

I turned to go and the three glass cloches caught my eye. A 

large white poster board, larger than the first sign, had escaped my 

notice taped to the front of the counter. In large red-block letters it 

said: 

--Ask how you can win an hour in time.-- 

I turned to leave, not caring about a silly raffle, but when I got 

to the door, yet another placard said: 

--Ask how you can win an hour in time.-- 

I turned back to face the watchmaker. 

"How can I win an hour in time?" I asked. 

The watchman's white eyebrows shot up with surprise. 

"Ah, so you can see them?" 

My brows wrinkled in confusion. 

"Of course I can see them," I said. "There are three watches 

sitting on the counter." 

The watchman nodded, his expression somber. He made his 

way through the maze of empty glass counters and paused when 

he got behind the one which held the three glass cloches. 

"What would you do," he asked, his expression sphinxlike, "if 

you could journey into any moment in time, just for an hour, to 

give an open mind a message?" 

"I would go to Afghanistan and tell Josh not to take the high 

road into Pakita." 

The watchmaker lifted the glass cloche off the oldest watch of 

the three, the golden pocket watch marked Urðr. He held it up and 

peered at it through his monocle. 

"At 3:57 p.m., it was already too late to save your love." 

I sniffled, for I knew that was true. Josh had been a dead man 

the moment his unit had taken the high road. 



"Then I would go back to just before his unit moved up into 

that mountain," I said, "and tell him to take a different road." 

"Movement through time is not the same thing as movement 

through space," the watchmaker said. "How would you get there? 

And if you did, how would you avoid getting killed yourself?" 

Anger welled in my belly. 

"Now you are being cruel!" 

The watchmaker wore an expression of utter patience. 

"You asked me how you could win an hour in time," the 

watchmaker said. "If you are given that hour, how can I be certain 

you will not waste it?" 

"I thought we were talking about winning one of those 

watches," I said. 

The watchmaker gestured at the sign. 

"The sign states you can win an hour in time, not win a watch, 

for I can tell you with certainty these watches are not for sale." 

"So you choose who will win?" I asked. "It is not like a number 

out of a hat?" 

"If you can see the watches, than you have already won," the 

watchmaker said. "They decide who they will help. I am simply 

their timekeeper." 

"They?" 

"The Norns." 

What the watchmaker spoke of was too fantastical to believe, 

but already the unreality of Josh's watch stopping the exact 

moment he had died had caused my grip on reality to become a 

little thin. I was desperate, and the watchmaker held out hope that I 

might have an hour to make things right. 

"How then can I make sure Josh doesn't end up dead?" 

The watchmaker's eyes grew sad. 

"Possession of one of the watches does not mean you will be 

able to change an outcome. Most of the time, no matter how hard 

you try, you cannot change fate, for while you can exert some 

modicum of control over your own destiny, Fate will not allow you 

to control the destiny of another." 



"Then I shall go back and tell myself to tell Josh not to take the 

high road." 

"You cannot, alas, at any time cross paths with yourself," the 

watchmaker said. "For if you do, this will create a paradox and the 

watch will immediately return you to the present time. Nor can you 

expect to enact any great change in outcome. The more gears you 

have to tinker with in order to enact a change, the more likely it is 

you will make things worse and fail." 

Frustration, blended with unreality, caused my voice to grow 

irritable. 

"Where, then, can I go?" 

"It is your past," the watchmaker said. "It is up to you where you 

go. All I can do is let you use this watch for an hour." 

He handed me the large gold pocket watch marked Urðr. I 

traced the elaborate Nordic knot which wound around the outer lid 

like a wreath, with three tiny women spaced around it like the 

spokes of a wheel, one of them spinning, one of them weaving, and 

the third one wielding a knife. It felt warm, as though someone had 

just taken it out of their pocket, and it took up the entirety of my 

hand. 

"Wherever you go, you must both begin, and end, your journey 

at this store. Don't let your own past-self see you, and don't take 

any action which could get your past-self into trouble. If you cause 

a paradox, you could become lost in time, and that is not a pleasant 

place to be." 

I examined the knobs, trying to figure out which one operated 

which dial. The watchmaker pointed with long, steady fingers at 

each of a series of half a dozen knobs. 

"This one controls the hour and minute," the watchmaker said, 

"and this one sets the date and year." 

"What about the time zone, longitude and latitude?" I asked. 

"The watch will not allow you to reset it anyplace but here." The 

watchmaker clasped my hand. "It is nearly impossible to undo the 

actions which led to a death. But sometimes, if you are earnest, you 



can alleviate the worst of your regrets. You can tell somebody that 

you love them. You can wish somebody goodbye." 

His eyes glistened, as though this was something with which 

he had first-hand experience. 

I thought carefully as I stared at the watch face. And then I 

reset the dials. The ticking grew louder, as if the watch wanted me 

to be aware that every second was precious; that every second was 

one less second I would have to reset the past. 

Tick. Tick. Tick. 

I pressed the central knob. 

 

 

  



Chapter 3 

 
 

For a moment I felt unsteady, but everything appeared to be 

exactly as it had before. The watchmaker stood back behind the 

other counter, and at some point a young black couple had 

wandered in, Jamaican or Haitian by the man's dreadlocks and 

colorful Rasta hat. I stared at the pocket watch, disappointed, but 

when I turned to put it back into the case, the three glass cloches 

had disappeared. In their place the case beneath it was filled with 

pendants, the kind you collected and wore on a charm bracelet. 

The watchmaker looked up and smiled. 

"I'll be right with you, young lady," the watchmaker said, "as 

soon as I help this couple pick out their engagement ring." 

The watchmaker peered back through his monocle and 

explained to the couple about the three-C's of picking diamonds: 

color, cut and clarity. The woman wanted the biggest ring, but the 

watchmaker talked her into selecting a smaller, but more flawless 

diamond to symbolize their love. The Jamaican fellow looked 

relieved when, with that decrease in size, also came a substantial 

reduction in price.  

The pocket watch felt hot, like it had been left out in the sun. In 

fact, the entire store seemed brighter and I tugged open the buttons 

of my winter coat. I looked out the windows and my mouth fell 

open with surprise. 

"It worked." I glanced over at the watchmaker, but he was still 

busy helping the other customers.  I held up the watch where he 

could see it. 

"I'll be back in an hour," I said. "Exactly as we agreed." 

I glanced at the pocket watch. Seven minutes I had just wasted 

in the store.  I rushed outside, eager to see if the shift in time was 

real. It was still March, but not the cold, snowy spring which had 



roared in like a lion and dumped a foot of snow on the ground, 

delaying Josh's surviving unit's flight, but a kinder, gentler March, 

the kind of weather we'd had a year ago today.  It was no longer 

dusk, but earlier in the day, for the sun had shifted and now shone 

down from the south-east, the place it sat at around eleven o'clock 

each day. 

Twenty minutes it had taken me to get here. Five city blocks 

back to Merrimack Street, and then another six blocks to get to the 

sendoff ceremony at City Hall Square. Forty minutes. Thirty if I 

hurried. Yes, I could make it. All I had to do was get there before 

Josh got onto that bus. 

There were still bits and pieces of filthy snowbank in the 

shadows, but everywhere else a bright, yellow sun had melted the 

ice, leaving the sidewalks clear. Perspiration beaded on my 

forehead as I hurried, giddy with hope, and I remembered on this 

day the weather had been a balmy 55 degrees. 

As usual, Central Street was gridlocked with traffic, but it 

wasn't until I saw the orange sign that I was finally convinced this 

was one year ago today. 

--Detour. Bridge closed. Take Warren Street to the Church 

Street bridge.-- 

"No!" 

I hurried past the barricades. During much of the rebuilding of 

the Lower Pawtucket Canal Bridge, the road had been open, first to 

one direction's traffic, and then the other. Even during the worst of 

the construction, the bridge had remained open for pedestrian 

traffic, for in a city of canals, the business community insisted 

customers be able to get from the bus station to the stores. But for 

one dreadful week last, no this year, the entire downtown area had 

been held hostage by blowtorch-wielding construction crews. 

"The bridge is closed, Ma'am," a police officer told me, his shirt-

sleeves rolled up to take advantage of the balmy weather. "You'll 

have to cross at either Church Street, or the Dutton Street Bridge.  

"Please, Sir! I have to get across!"  



"There is no way across," the policeman said. "For as you can 

see, they had to remove the deck." 

The canals in Lowell average thirty feet wide, hemmed in by 

straight granite walls. Josh used to tell me how, when he'd still 

been a student at Lowell High School, each spring the students 

would dare each other to leap into the canal which split that 

campus in half and swim across to the other side, an antic which 

would immediately land them in detention. Josh had been like that, 

unafraid to accept a dare.  

In the summer, the canals became lazy, lethargic bodies of 

water, perfect for picnicking or sight-seeing in the picturesque tour 

boats the National Park Service run. In the winter, however, or in 

the early spring, the canals became wild, dangerous things, with 

enormous ice floes fed by the angry waters of the rising Merrimack 

River. 

I crept up to the chain link safety fence the construction crew 

had stretched hastily across the road so that desperate people (like 

me) would not attempt something so foolish as to walk across the 

exposed underpinnings of the bridge. I did not need to ask, for I 

already knew the story; for one week the entire bridge had been 

closed because the foundation had been discovered to be 

compromised. 

Did I dare slip around the fence and rush past the burly men 

wearing hardhats who danced across the rigging like monkeys on a 

high wire? Did I dare walk across the exposed steel I-beams which 

yawned down into the raging waters which had risen so close to 

the top that you could reach down and touch the ice floes as they 

raced to their doom in the now defunct turbines downstream? 

The ticking of the pocket watch grew louder, and in that 

ticking, I could almost hear the watchmaker's words. 

"How would you get there? And if you did, how would you avoid 

getting killed yourself?" 

No. I was not that brave. 

"Miss," a hand touched my shoulder. "You can't stand here." 



I jumped, startled, and stared up at a construction worker. He 

was big, burly, olive-skinned and dark-haired like Josh had been, 

but instead of frightening me, for some reason that gave me 

comfort. I wanted to admit defeat, but I had succumbed to fear 

once in my life already, and even if I couldn't change the outcome, 

at least I wanted the chance to say goodbye. 

"Tell me the quickest way to get to City Hall Square?" I asked. 

"Please, I am in a hurry." 

The construction worker pointed back up the way I had come. 

"Walk up Central Street to Jackson Street," the construction 

worker said, "and bang a right onto Canal Street, just after the 

Appleton Mill. Cross over the bridge that goes over the Hamilton 

Canal. You'll come to a white-brick building that looks like the road 

ends, but if you go around it, Canal Street continues to a second 

bridge over the Lower Patwucket Canal.  It's in terrible repair and 

closed to cars, but if you are careful, you can walk across it on foot. 

Cut across the vacant lot to the Broadway Extension, and it will 

take you right onto Dutton Street." 

"Thank you," I said, tears welling in my eyes.  

"Just be careful when cutting past Swamp Locks," the 

construction worker said. "The road has been abandoned, and 

there's a lot of broken glass and debris. I would never take that 

shortcut at night, but in the daytime, you should be okay." 

I glanced at the watch. Sixteen minutes I had wasted, plus 

another seven at the store. Twenty-three precious minutes 

squandered out of my hour. I only had thirty-seven minutes left to 

find Josh and tell him not to take the high road, and three times the 

distance to get there than I had originally planned. 

Turning around, I made my way back the way I had come. 

 

 

  



Chapter 4 

 
 

It's an immutable law of human nature that, no matter how bad 

off you are, you will always search for someone lower-ranking than 

yourself so you can point the finger at them and say, 'see … I'm not 

so bad.' If you are an evolved person, you feel compassion for those 

less fortunate than you, while if you are of lesser stock, you will 

look for somebody to ridicule. In my family, we were always a little 

of both.  

"Eat your peas, for there are poor starving people in India," my 

mother likes to say. But when it comes to giving peas to the less 

fortunate in the form of food stamps, my father will shriek "tell the 

lazy bums to get a job" and then go off on a lengthy diatribe about 

how 'those people' are out to mooch off of his tax dollars. 

Me? I just keep my mouth shut. Even if I don't agree.  

The N-word is rarely used in our household, at least not by my 

parents, for even they are socially aware enough to recognize 

society will no longer tolerate such prejudices. But other minorities 

are an easy target, and my childhood was filled with terms such as 

'gook,' 'spic,' 'camel jockey' and 'greenhorn.' 

When I met Josh, all those prejudices got turned upon their 

head… 

   Josh attended U-Mass Lowell on an ROTC scholarship, with 

the understanding that when he graduated, he would serve six 

years in the National Guard. Raised by a single mother in the 

Bishop Markham housing projects, his family was everything my 

father hated: welfare recipients, low-income, but worst of all, Josh 

was born in Puerto Rico. I guess that's why I kept my relationship 

with him a secret. I had known, instinctively, that my family would 

discourage me from seeing him, and when they did, I would not 

have the strength to tell them all to go piss off. 



I hurried down Jackson Street, a long, brick canyon between 

the red-brick mills which cast the roadway into a daytime shadow. 

Some of these mills had been converted into apartments, but with a 

high vacancy rate, because there are far more mills in this city than 

companies to give the inhabitants jobs. Cambodian, Laotian and 

Vietnamese families now filled these mills, as well as Hispanics, 

Jamaicans and Haitians. These are not housing projects, in fact they 

are advertised to be 'luxury apartments,' but when I had pointed 

them out to my father, he had sniped that they might as well be. 

Me? I thought they were rather pretty. There is something 

about red brick walls which makes you feel safe and secure. 

The Canal Street Bridge was small and recently rebuilt, 

maintained by a company which took up part of the mill beyond. It 

crosses over the Hamilton Canal, which is a lazy, dead-end spur off 

of the larger canal system which no longer turns the Appleton Mill 

turbine. I hurried across the bridge and through the parking lot 

beyond. As the construction worker had promised, at the end of 

Canal Street was a large, white building, and to its left side ran an 

unpromising sidewalk marked with a 'no trespassing' sign. 

I stared at the un-shoveled snowbank and the icy blanket of 

snow beyond. If not for the footprints, long ago turned to ice, I'd 

have found it difficult to believe there was a road here at all. I 

hurried past the 'no trespassing' sign, hoping nobody would 

challenge me.  

"Excuse me, Miss!" 

I glanced back and saw a man dressed in a blue uniform 

hurrying towards me, the kind of uniform a maintenance worker or 

security guard might wear. I hurried faster, determined to get 

across the bridge. 

"Miss! Excuse me! This is private property." 

I slipped on the snow and nearly fell, but I got up again and 

faced him, my heart racing as I opposed an authority figure. 

"Please! I have to get across." 

"I cannot allow you to go that way," the security guard said. 

"It's not safe. That bridge is not maintained." 



The pocket watch ticked louder, reminding me I had already 

squandered much of my hour. If I did what I was told, I might miss 

Josh at the bus. I broke into a run, determined that, this time, 

nothing would prevent me from seeing him off. 

The security guard shouted after me a few more times, but 

much to my relief, he did not bother to give me chase. A concrete 

barricade stretched across the dilapidated road, but it was little 

obstacle, and given the amount of graffiti, I was not the only person 

to regularly cut across here. I stepped over the barricade, thankful 

that here, at least, the sun had shone enough to lay bare spots in the 

road. 

The pavement grew more uneven, and then became broken, 

but as the construction worker had promised, there was a poorly 

maintained bridge which stretched across the Lower Pawtucket 

Canal. To my left the small waterfall known as the Swamp Locks 

divided the Pawtucket Canal into three separate feeders, while far 

downstream I could see where the Central Street Bridge sat under 

construction and in pieces. For three years I had lived in this city 

and not known this shortcut existed. Had there not been so much 

broken glass here, the waterfall would have been pretty.  

My heart beat faster as I realized I was not alone. 

"Hey, chica!" five young men called, all of them wearing 

colorful sports jackets which may or may not have signaled 

affiliation with a gang. "Have you come to join our party?" 

They appeared to be teenagers, perhaps skipping school, but 

the eldest of the bunch had a raw, hungry look as he stared at my 

crotch and licked his lips. That one was no teenager! I put my head 

down, determined not to watch the goings-on beside the bridge.  

"Awww … don't be like that, chica!" One of the younger teens 

moved towards me. "We's just trying to be nice." 

It was either go backwards to the safety of the security guard 

and a safer route, or plow ahead, where Josh waited for me at the 

City Hall. I hurried past them, keeping my head down the entire 

time. They cat-called and called me bonita, but thankfully they did 

not give me chase. I heard them laugh and chatter in Spanish about 



how nice it would be to find themselves a chica blanca as I hurried 

on my way. 

The road beyond the bridge was rough and littered with refuse, 

broken glass, dirty diapers and weeds growing up through the 

crumbled pavement, but thankfully there was no more human 

refuse. This shortcut had saved me time, and time was what I 

desperately needed. 

I glanced at the MapQuest map I had printed earlier to find the 

jewelers. This shortcut was not shown on the map, but I could see 

where the parking lot in front of me rejoined Dutton Street. My 

heart beat faster. The detour had taken me far out of my way. Even 

if I hurried, I might not make it before the watch ran out of time. 

I broke into a jog. 

 

 

  



Chapter 5 

 
 

They say Jack Kerouac grew up in this city, attended Lowell 

High School, and was awarded a posthumous degree from U-Mass 

Lowell. Josh had looked up to Kerouac as a son of immigrants, and 

while Josh was by no means a literary scholar, he would often read 

to me excerpts from On the Road. Josh signed up for ROTC because 

he wanted to see the world, and with his family's meager resources, 

the only way that would happen was if he joined the Army. 

I had blocked that part out of my mind as we had dated: his 

patriotic streak, the long sessions of PT he went to every day, and 

the way he looked up to his two older cousins who'd just come 

back from a tour of duty in Iraq. It was all too easy to daydream 

about seeing the world while ignoring the reality that to do so, Josh 

had signed away six years of his life to the Army. Even if I had 

known him when he'd signed on the dotted line, I doubt I would 

have been able to dissuade him. And anyway, that was the part of 

him I'd always loved best. How protective he was. How brave -I- 

felt whenever I was with him. 

With Josh, I had peeked out from behind my textbooks, until 

little by little, I had gradually learned how not to hide… 

The National Park Service had built a lovely brick walkway 

along this side of the Merrimack Canal, while on the opposite side 

ran the Lowell Scenic Railroad. I had walked here once when Josh 

had taken me to the Jack Kerouac exhibit at the Visitor Center. He 

had hinted then that he wanted me to travel with him. I had curtly 

told him I still had a year left of college, and he'd laughed and told 

me not to worry, that he'd do his tour of duty right away so he 

would be done serving his 'away year' in time to come back and see 

me graduate. 



I had known a marriage proposal was coming before he'd left 

for basic training. Not only had he hinted at it before the Army had 

activated the 182nd Infantry, but his hints had grown less subtle as 

he'd written to me every single day. In his letters I had discovered a 

more needy, vulnerable side of Josh, and that side of him had 

terrified me, because I had always relied on Josh to be strong for 

me. 

My breath came in short, painful gasps as I skittered around 

some displaced bricks and tried not to trip. Across the street lurked 

run-down buildings filled with businesses bearing peculiar, ethnic-

sounding names. This canal neatly divided the side of the city the 

National Park Service had cleansed from the other side where those 

people lived, the ones who inhabited the housing projects which 

stretched all the way to the Merrimack River.  I ran past several 

youth wearing the colors of a notorious Asian gang. I sped up, not 

wishing to be caught unawares even though, in broad daylight, it 

was unlikely they would accost me. 

The watch ticked louder, reminding me I only had eleven 

minutes left. Forty-nine minutes I had wasted! Forty-nine precious 

minutes where I could have told Josh I was sorry and bid the man I 

loved goodbye! I gripped my waist and tried to will away the side-

stitch, that same one I had always used as an excuse to not run with 

Josh whenever he'd invited me to accompany him to PT.  

God, he'd been a beautiful man! Tall, muscular, with dark hair 

and even darker eyes, olive skin and a smile that lit up the room 

like sunlight. It had been that smile which had caught my attention 

when I'd hidden at the back of the ROTC demonstration, curious to 

see why men in uniform had suddenly invaded the campus. As I'd 

gone to leave, I'd stumbled and dropped my books, and the 

handsomest ROTC student came over to help me pick them up. It 

was the first time I had ever dared smile back at a man so tall and 

male, and when he had pursued me, it had taken me a long time to 

convince myself his interest was real. 



'He's just out to get a green card,' my father had said when I'd 

finally told him I was dating a Puerto Rican boy. 'He will marry 

you, and then he will divorce you the minute he gets it.' 

"But Puerto Rico is a U.S. Trust Territory," I shouted at the 

phantasm. "He doesn't need a green card to stay." 

'He's a foreigner!' 

"Josh was born a U.S. Citizen, the same as you and me!" 

'His father is in prison.' 

"Josh never knew his father! His mother left Puerto Rico to get 

away from his influence and came here when Josh was two." 

'His mother has three children by three different fathers.' 

"It's not her fault her husbands abused her. She divorced them 

to protect her kids." 

Conchita Padilla was, in my mind, a tigress. A single mother 

who, unlike my mother, had refused to stand by and watch her 

children be abused. Why, oh why, had I asked my parents for their 

advice when I had known all along they would say these terrible 

things?  

'If you marry him, you will spend the rest of your life a welfare 

queen.' 

I sobbed as I ran faster, ashamed that I had not been strong 

enough to stay away from them once Josh had gone away to boot 

camp. I was lonely, so I'd gone home and told my parents I was in 

love with a Puerto Rican boy who'd just graduated college and 

joined the Army. 

They didn't care when I'd told them that nobody worked 

harder than Josh did. Not at his studies, where he earned solid A's 

and B's; not at the second job he'd taken to buy my golden watch; 

and not the rank he'd risen to within the ROTC which had been 

Josh's ticket into college. When he'd gone to boot camp, he had 

written to me proudly, telling me how, thanks to his ROTC 

training, he'd already been promoted to Second Lieutenant. On a 

second lieutenant's salary, he'd hinted, he would earn enough 

money to support a family.  



But Josh wasn't here when he'd gone to basic training, so I had 

retreated back into my shell. When he wrote and said he'd have 24 

hours to settle his affairs, I'd gone crawling back to my family for 

advice. It was not my father's hateful words which had finally 

given me cold feet, but my mother's soft-spoken ones which had 

struck within me terror: 

'He will ask you to marry him so you will wait for him while he 

is gone, and then when he comes back, he will dump you for 

somebody better.' 

The pocket watch in my hand ticked, 'better, better, better.' It had 

never been a question of Josh being good enough for me, but my 

own deep-seated fear that I was not good enough for him… 

Tears streaked down my cheeks as I realized I wasn't going to 

make it. 

"Screw you," I screamed at the invisible phantasms. "This time, 

I will decide my own fate!" 

I slid off my backpack, laden with forty pounds of textbooks, 

and threw it onto the ground. Off in the distance, I could see the 

granite obelisk which marked the graves of four Civil War soldiers, 

and beyond that was City Hall and the ceremony honoring the men 

who'd be accompanying the 182nd Infantry into Afghanistan. 

Sweat poured down my back as I reached Merrimack Street 

and darted across the lights, ignoring the fact I did not have the 

right of way. Cars screeched to a stop and horns blared at me, but I 

dashed across the final bridge over the Merrimack Canal, desperate 

to make it to the city square in time. 

Lowell City Hall loomed like fairytale castle glistening in the 

sun, carved of sparkling silver granite and a blend of Gothic and 

Romanesque Revival architecture. At its apex rose a central tower 

with an enormous clock with huge black hands that pointed to 

11:53 a.m. I almost panicked, but the clock tower was a full minute 

faster than the pocket watch. Eight minutes left. I had eight minutes 

left to find Josh alive. 

My breath huffed faster as I dashed past the obelisk and a 

feminine bronze angel holding a victory wreath above my head. 



Her kind features gave me hope, signaling that my goal was near. 

Seven minutes. I was almost there. 

Archand Drive was littered with cars, and blocking my view 

were two plain olive green buses, the buses which would take my 

Josue away. I wove between them, past the people who filled up 

the square while the Mayor's voice boomed about how very proud 

the city was of their military men. The gatherers were 

disproportionately ethnic, and many were dressed more finely than 

if they'd been attending their kid's college graduations. 

"Let me through!" I shouted, heedless of anything like manners 

or knocking people down. All I had to do was tell Josh not to take 

the high road, and then the rest we could work out when he got 

back, a year after he'd left. 

A shadow stepped in front of me and pushed me in the chest so 

hard it knocked me backwards and took my breath away. 

"What are -you- doing here?" 

I caught my breath and gaped at Josh's mother. She stood 

before me, a fierce brown tigress, determined to protect her cub 

from the coward who had text-messaged her son to tell him she 

didn't want to see him anymore. Conchita Padilla had come 

dressed in her finest dress, and on either side of her stood Josh's 

younger sister and brother, his grandfather and his cousins, all of 

their expressions hostile. 

"I - I - I came to see him off." 

"You are not worthy to see my son!"  

I drew back, for I knew no matter how much I begged, 

Conchita would not let me pass. After Josh had shipped out, I'd 

gone to his mother to ask what unit he'd been embedded into so I 

could write to him and beg for his forgiveness. Conchita Padilla 

had spat in my face and told me if he died there, it would be my 

fault because Josue had a death wish. 

"You were right, you were right," I blubbered, the past 

blending in with the present. "I'm not worthy of him. But please! I 

have to tell him not to take the high road!" 



I never did get a letter through to Josh, or if I had, he'd 

instructed the FPO to return them all unopened, marked 'not 

stationed at this base.' Josh was a passionate, loyal creature, but he 

was far too proud to crawl for a shallow bitch who had betrayed 

him the night before he was supposed to ship out. 

Something in my demeanor must have moved her, for 

Conchita stepped aside, but she shook her finger in my face, her 

brown eyes furious with recriminations. 

"You broke his heart!" 

I nodded, for what else could I say. 

The City Hall clock-tower began to strike the hour in deep, 

ominous tones.  One clang. Two clangs. 

"Please!" I shrieked. "I have to tell him not to take the high 

road!" 

Conchita pointed at the end of the line of green uniform-clad 

men, all lined up with a full honor guard of police officers from the 

station which was also part of this plaza. Many of the policemen 

were combat veterans themselves, and it was Josh's hope to 

someday join their numbers. I broke into a run, heedless of the fact 

I was running through a police line. 

"Josh!" I waved frantically. "Josue!" 

With his hair sheared short and his face grown lean from basic 

training, I almost didn't recognize him standing three men from the 

end. He hesitated, and then broke rank, ignoring the barked order 

of his commanding officer. He seemed larger than he had before, 

his shoulders broader, as if basic training had taught him how to 

carry the weight of the world. 

The clock tower rang as I threw myself into his arms, weeping 

hysterically. 

"Don't take the high road, don't take the high road," I 

blubbered. "Oh, dear god, Josh! Please don't take the high road or 

you will be killed." 

Josh stared down at me, his expression puzzled. I feared he 

would push me away, but then his face lit up into a sunlit smile. 

"Baby, you came to see me off?" 



The clock tower finished striking noon. I expected the world to 

end, but Josh was still alive in my arms; warm, corporeal, and as 

beautiful as he had always been. 

"I'm so sorry," I grabbed his face. "I do love you. I was scared, 

that's all, that you would leave me for somebody better. I should 

have never listened to my parents." 

The watch in my hand began to chime. My heart filled with a 

feeling of dread. The clock tower was set a minute fast, but when 

Urðr struck noon, my time with Josh would end. 

Josh hugged me, his chest shuddering with emotion. His eyes 

glistened bright and wet in the sun. 

"I didn't think you'd come." 

He bent to kiss me, but as his lips touched mine, the watch 

struck the twelfth chime. Josh faded from my arms. I grabbed at 

him, desperate to hold onto him, desperate to inhale one last breath 

into mine, but he was no longer there, for that was the past and this 

was the present now. The people faded. The mayor faded. The two 

buses which had put him on a plane and brought him to a strange 

country to be killed fighting someone else's war faded, leaving me 

standing alone in the square with my arms held out, grasping at a 

shadow which had been dead for almost six weeks. 

I threw back my head and howled, for nothing had changed. 

All I'd done was say goodbye. 

I staggered over to the steps which led up to the police station 

and sat down on the edge of them to weep. A couple walked past 

me laughing, the woman wearing a short white dress beneath her 

winter coat and the man wearing a suit, almost giddy as they went 

into City Hall to see the Justice of the Peace.  

A policeman walked by and asked me if I was okay. I lied and 

told him I had slipped on the ice, for it was no longer that glorious 

spring day when I had hidden in my dormitory like a coward, but a 

full year later, the day Josh would have come home if he hadn't 

gone and gotten himself killed. 

The policeman helped me up and warned me to be careful of 

the black ice. I glanced up at the clock tower, which now said it was 



5:25 p.m. I had promised the watchmaker I would be back before 

the watch reset. The least I could do was return it and go retrieve 

Josh's watch. 

My shoulders sagging, I trudged down Merrimack Street, 

knowing for certain that in this timeline the Lower Pawtucket Canal 

Bridge would not block my travels. 

 

 

  



Chapter 6 

 
 

I swung up one block to retrieve my backpack from the now-

darkened alley where I had dumped it, but it was long gone, 

removed a year ago today. I stared longingly at the city bus as it 

glided up to the bus stop, it's windows lit up, bringing with it 

promises of the warmth and comfort of my dorm room, but I had a 

watch to return, and this time, I would not break a promise. 

I stopped at the Lower Pawtucket Canal Bridge and stared 

down at the dark, icy water which raced underneath towards an 

eager reunion with the Concord River downstream. I briefly 

considered jumping in, but it would be all too easy to end my pain, 

and besides, Josh wouldn't want that. If the bridge had not been 

blocked one year ago today, would I have gotten there early 

enough to explain why he shouldn't take the high road? What if I 

hadn't broken things off the day before he'd shipped out, but had 

been there when he'd proposed? Would I have married him that 

day, which was what I suspect he wanted? Even if I had married 

him, would that have changed anything? 

The ice slipped past, catching the final rays of the dying sunset. 

No. Nothing would have changed. I had fallen in love with a 

soldier, and when he'd been called, Josh had willingly died 

defending his men. The only thing which would have changed is 

Josh would have written to me every single day, the way he had 

when he'd been in boot camp, and he probably would have shown 

me that, like his idol Kerouac, he did, indeed, possess the spirit of a 

poet. I would still be lonely and grief-stricken, and lord only knows 

I'd have missed him just as much either way. My parents would 

have told me, 'see, you've thrown away your life,' as I wept about how 

much I missed him, but would I have, really? When no other man 

would ever fill his shoes? 



"At least I got to hold him one last time," I told the icy water. 

"And for that, I suppose, I should be grateful." 

My breath fogged mist as I trudged back towards the jewelry 

store, still freezing, and yet not as cold as I'd been when I'd come 

before. 

Lowell is a very different place at night when the businesses 

close up and the streets go quiet, especially in the winter, when 

only the street people and ruffians remain. It's a beautiful city, built 

along a series of rivers and canals, but since the textile mills moved 

out, it is also a relatively poor one, with an ethnic mix which 

sometimes brings with it trouble. I'd always avoided visiting the 

city at night, retreating into the safety of the campus. 

Long shadows loomed menacingly from the doorways. An old 

man gripping a brown paper bag called to me and asked if I had 

any spare change. Two ruffians walked past and cat-called, both 

wearing the same gang colors as the kids had worn earlier today, or 

was that last year? Only yesterday, any one of these things would 

have caused me to run back to my dorm and bury my fears into my 

homework, but today, my desire to commemorate the day Josh 

would have come home by getting my watch fixed had finally 

forced me to overcome my petty fears. 

A hooded man stalked out of Kappy's Copper Kettle and 

blocked my path, staring at me as he puffed on an unfiltered 

cigarette. He reeked of beer, even though it was still early in the 

evening. He blew out a smoke ring. 

"Hey, babe," he rumbled, and made an obscene gesture of 

grabbing at his crotch. "You need a light?" 

"Back off," I hissed, squaring my shoulders the way that Josh 

had taught me to make myself appear bigger than I really was. "Or 

I'll drop-kick you in the nuts." 

I glared at him until he stepped back and let me pass. I moved 

deliberately, ready to punch him if he tried to grab my arm. At last 

I got to the graceful brick building with the golden lettering which 

proclaimed it was a relic from a kinder, more genteel era. The 



curtains had been pulled shut and the sign said closed, but deep 

within, I could see the light was still on in the back room.  

I knocked, hoping I was not too late. At the very least, I needed 

to return Urðr to its case. Had it all been a dream? Maybe, for the 

same amount of time had passed, it was only a question of which 

year I had passed it in. 

A shadow crossed the light deep inside the jewelry store. A 

moment later, the door swung open, and there stood the 

watchmaker, wearing peculiar glasses that had several pairs of 

monocles sticking up from it all at once. 

"Ah, young lady, you came back," the watchmaker said. "I 

rather thought you would. I called my daughter and asked her to 

pick me up a little late. You are the second customer today who 

asked me for a special favor." 

"Weren't you afraid I'd absconded with your watch?" I asked. 

"Oh, no," the watchmaker said. "The watches take care of 

themselves. I am simply the man who keeps them in good working 

order." 

I slipped inside the door, rubbing my arms to bring some 

feeling back into them. My backpack was long gone, as well as…. 

"The rings…" 

Oh, no! Josh's rings had been in my backpack! The backpack I 

had dropped in another time! 

"Your things are there," the watchmaker pointed at the counter 

with the cloches. "You are not allowed to leave behind anything 

which might create a paradox, so when people drop things, they 

tend to get deposited here." 

"Always?" I asked. 

"Only sometimes," the watchman said. His blue eyes twinkled. 

"Fate prefers that young ladies do not lose their school books. 

Especially young ladies who are only three months away from 

college graduation." 

I gave him Urðr and he hobbled over to place it carefully once 

more beneath the cloche. I hadn't noticed when it had been light 

outside, but all three watches glowed with an internal 



luminescence. Somehow, I doubt it was quartz crystals which gave 

them their light, but some other force, one tied to their ability to 

move through time. 

"What will you do with them once you retire?" I asked. 

"They will find someone new to take care of them," the 

watchmaker said. "They are very picky about who they help, and 

even pickier about who they choose to associate with on a daily 

basis." 

"Can't you use them to make yourself immortal?" I asked. 

"Now why would I want to do that?" the watchmaker said. He 

gestured to the store, which was once again having a retirement 

sale. "I have lived a long life, with few regrets, and in this life or the 

next, I shall always remain surrounded by my family." 

Tears welled in my eyes, but they were not tears of grief, nor 

happy tears, but some other emotion, perhaps it was just relief? 

"Will I see him again?" I asked. 

"Did you square your hard feelings?" he asked. 

"Yes," I said. "Or at least I think I did." 

"Then you shall see him again," the watchmaker said. "For he 

thought very highly of you. He wrote of it in every payment he 

sent." 

The watchmaker retrieved a bundle of letters wrapped up with 

an elastic band, and next to it was my watch, lying on the grey 

velvet square. 

"Were you able to fix it?" I asked. 

"Yes," the watchmaker said. He held it out and then clasped it 

around my wrist. "It is a curious thing how sometimes a tiny 

impurity will cause the gears to seize, but if you remove it, the 

watch will work just fine." 

The watch ticked reassuringly on my wrist. The hands now 

pointed to 6:08, no longer stuck at 3:57 p.m. 

"Thank you," I said. 

There was a tap on the door. The watchmaker looked up and 

smiled. 



"Ahh … that would be my final customer." The watchmaker 

pointed at the door. "Would you mind getting that for me?" 

I fumbled with the lock and pulled the door inwards. Looming 

above me by almost a foot stood a lean, dark-skinned man wearing 

a camouflage jacket and civilian jeans. His face was weary, but his 

eyes still had that same enthusiastic twinkle. 

"Josh?" 

I blinked, and then I pinched myself, certain it must be a 

mistake. And then I reacted and threw myself into his arms. 

"Josh!!!" 

I hugged him and I wept, and then I kissed him, and then I 

wept and hugged him even more until great, blubbering snots 

streamed out my nose and all over his camouflage jacket. 

"What's the matter, baby?" Josh held me. "Did something bad 

happen?" 

"No, no, everything is perfect," I wept. "I just … I thought I'd 

lost you?" 

"It just took me a while to find a parking spot," Josh said. 

"That's all. It's been so long since I've driven as a civilian that it took 

me forever to squeeze the car against the snow bank. It will 

probably take me six weeks just to get used to driving here again." 

He looked at my wrist. 

"Was he able to fix it?" 

"Fix what?" 

"Your watch," Josh said. "You asked me to drop you off so you 

could replace the battery before the store closed." 

I glanced at the watchmaker, who wore a pleased expression 

like a Cheshire cat. How could he remember two different 

timelines, but I could only remember one? 

"I, um, yeah," I stammered. "It's under warranty." 

Josh glanced over at the watchmaker and then strode over to 

shake his hand. It was not just any handshake, but the kind one 

military man gave to another. 

"Mr. Martyn, Sir. It's good to see you again." 



"I kept it for you, son. Just the way you wrote," the watchmaker 

said. "You must be glad to be back in the land of the living." 

He slid the small, black velvet box into Josh's hand and gave 

him a mischievous wink. Josh slipped the box into his pocket. 

"Thank you for saving it for me, Sir," Josh said. 

"Thank you," the watchmaker said, "for giving this story a 

happy ending." 

Josh took my hand, and led me out of the store. 

"Are you okay, baby? You look like you've just seen a ghost?" 

I wrapped my hands around his neck and pulled his head 

down for a kiss, and when I finally let him come up for air, we 

walked slowly through the darkened streets towards his mother's 

borrowed car which, with Josh at my side, was a benevolent city 

filled with charm. His hand felt warm, and solid, and real, as if all 

that had come to pass was nothing but a dream. 

"I have to ask," I finally said. "When you were in Afghanistan, 

did you take the high road to Pakrit?" 

Josh's eyes clouded over, dark and troubled, and for a moment 

it seemed as if I possessed two sets of memories, one where Josh 

had died, and the other where he had written to me and told me 

how sad he felt that some of the Taliban he'd been forced to kill had 

been boy-soldiers not much older than thirteen. 

"I don't know what prompted me to send a man up on the ridge 

the night our commanding officer ordered us to reinforce the 

forward operating base in Pakrit," Josh said, "but it saved our lives. 

The Taliban were waiting to ambush us on the high road. If the 

scout hadn't warned us we needed to call in an air strike, every 

man in my unit would be dead." 

Not every man. Just you… 

"I told you never to take the high road," I said.  

"You did," Josh's expression grew puzzled, "but then when I 

wrote to you about it later and asked you why you'd been so upset 

the day I left, you claimed you had no recollection of ever saying 

such a thing. I'd forgotten all about it, really, until just before we 

took the high road." 



Josh … had written to me? And I … had written back?  What 

had we said to each other in the year that he'd been gone? And how 

would I make sure I never betrayed the fact I had not been there for 

him the first time around, but had only done so after Fate had taken 

pity on me and allowed me to try again? 

Not me … him. Fate, I realized, had intervened for him. 

"I hope you saved my letters?"  

"Of course I did," Josh said. "All 365 of them." 

He gave me that million dollar smile as he opened the 

passenger side door to help me in and I was once again reminded 

that this second chance to be with him was a gift. He moved 

around to the other side, squeezed in, and made sure I was buckled 

up before he started up the engine. I pressed my hand into his, 

unwilling to let him go. 

"Where do we go now?" I asked. 

Josh absent-mindedly fondled his pocket. I knew where he 

wanted to go. To our favorite restaurant, where he would give me 

the ring and ask me to marry him. He would fill my head with 

daydreams about a huge June wedding … if it didn't scare me too 

much to be married to a man whose next five years still belonged to 

the Army. He would be patient with all my fears, for he'd forgiven 

me once already and he loved me enough to wait until I graduated 

college. 

Only I wasn't a coward anymore… 

My watch chimed six-thirty. 

"Town Hall is open until 7:00 p.m. on Thursday nights," I said, 

"and the Justice of the Peace is a veteran.  I was wondering if maybe 

you'd want to go and do it now?" 

"It?" Josh asked, his expression puzzled. 

"Get married?" I said, my voice lilting upwards with hope.  

Josh threw his arms around me and, with a sound that was 

halfway between a shuddering sob and a laugh, said yes. 

 

~ THE END ~ 

 



A Note from Anna: I wrote The Watchmaker in honor of a 

favorite uncle who passed away. If you look at the front cover, the 

red brick building behind the girl is my uncle's real-life jewelry 

store, and you can use the map at the beginning of the book to walk 

through the same landmarks that Marae did, only these days the 

National Park Service keeps the canal trail up pretty nicely. 

If you'd like to receive word of new releases, why not sign up 

for my NEWSLETTER and, as my gift, you'll receive a free direct 

digital download of a short story, novella or novel. I promise to 

keep your personal information private and never spam you! 

Now turn the page to find out about the real-life Norse 

mythology which inspired the three time-travelling watches… 
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Meet the Norns 

 
 

The Norse believed fate was ruled by three Jotun (giantesses) 

who controlled the destiny of gods and men. These Norns dwelled 

within the Well of Urd beneath Yggdrasil, the great world tree, and 

are often associated with the Valkyries. They control fate by carving 

runes into the trunk of the tree or, in later versions, by weaving 

destiny into a tapestry. 

Urðr, the eldest giantess, controls the past. Her name means 

"What Once Was." 

Verðandi, the middle one, controls the present. Her name means 

'Possibly Happening' or 'What is Coming Into Being." 

Skuld, the youngest of the three, controls 'necessity' which in 

Norse tradition, does not quite literally translate into 'future.' Her 

name means 'Debt' or 'What Will Be.' 

The Norse believed necessity, not fate, would shape the future, 

and that time is not unalterable, but can sometimes be changed via 

magic or force of will.  
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(A Children of the Fallen Novella) 

 

~WINNER~ Best Novella of 2014 

eFestival of Words Best of the Independent eBook Awards 

 

 
 

The Ghosts of Old Miseries are never far behind… 

Dumped by her boyfriend on Christmas Eve, Cassie Baruch thought 

her pain would end when she aimed her car at an ancient beech tree. But 

when a gorgeous black-winged angel appears and tells her ‘this ain’t no 

stinking paranormal romance, kid,’ she realizes death hasn’t solved her 

problems. Can Jeremiel help her exorcise the ghosts of problems past and 

find a little closure? 

 

Available at most e-book retailers 

Find the links HERE:  

http://wp.me/P5T1EY-w
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A Moment of your Time, Please… 

Did you enjoy reading this book?  If so, I would be most 

grateful if you would revisit the website of whatever bookstore you 

purchased it from and leave a written review.  Without the 

advertising budget of a big commercial publishing house, most 

small-press books do not make back the cost to produce them … 

unless … readers such as yourself pass along word that you enjoyed 

it.  In this day of online shopping, websites rank which books you 

see and readers decide what books to buy based on reviews left by 

other readers.  I would be oh-so-grateful if you would do me the 

honor of leaving a written review.   

If this book came your way via a library, independent 

bookstore, or a gift or a loan from a friend, you can still share the 

love by leaving a review on one of the reader-centric review 

websites: 

 

Goodreads 

LibraryThing 

BookLikes 

 

Feel free to contact me or leave feedback at my Facebook page.  

I love hearing from you and I do write back! 

 

Be epic! 

 

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/pages/Anna-Erishkigal-

author/203837383044945 
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About the Author 

 
 

Anna Erishkigal spent a significant portion of her childhood 

growing up in Lowell, first as one of those people who lived in the 

Acre neighborhood, and then later came back to finish at Lowell 

High School. While she never did find the guts to swim across the 

murky waters of the Middlesex Canal which divides that school in 

half, it is a beautiful, historic city, a new-world Venice. If you are 

ever in New England, add a tour to your itinerary and visit the 

National Park. The Southeast Asian water festival is one of the 

more breathtaking ones, where the residents of the city race long, 

slender hand-carved 'dragon boats' along the Merrimack River.  

While there were issues with gang violence in the 1990's, the 

city has largely addressed those issues and it is now a charming, 

safe city to visit. Cote's Market on Salem Street still has the best 

homemade baked beans and hot bread, though if you visit the 

neighborhood where Anna spent her early childhood, it is 

suggested you do so during the day. The National Park Service has 

been restoring the Swamp Locks portion of the canals where you 

can now take tour-boats for a modest fee. 

Why not sign up for my NEWSLETTER to receive word of new 

releases, special offers, and fun contests. Never spam!   

Feel free to CONTACT ME by visiting my website or leave 

feedback at my Facebook page.  I love hearing from you and I do 

write back! 

Be epic! 
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author/203837383044945 
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