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Harold Finch, Repairman of Things

The washing machine had been making a sound like a medium-sized animal attempting to negotiate its way out of a medium-sized trap, and Mrs. Elspeth Crutchfield had been putting off calling anyone about it for three weeks on the grounds that sometimes things sorted themselves out if you gave them enough time and didn’t think about them too directly.

They had not sorted themselves out.

Harold Finch stood in her laundry room on a Tuesday morning in September, his toolbox open on the linoleum beside him, and listened to the machine run its spin cycle with the focused attention of a man who is hearing a story and already knows the ending. The room smelled of fabric softener and the particular dry warmth of a house that kept its thermostat at seventy-two year-round. A ceramic rooster sat on the shelf above the dryer. A second ceramic rooster sat beside it. There was, Harold noted, a small ceramic chick between them that he had not noticed on his last visit, which had been fourteen months ago for the disposal.

He crouched and pressed two fingers against the left side of the cabinet. The vibration told him what he needed to know.

“Drum bearing,” he said.

Mrs. Crutchfield, seventy-one, stood in the doorway in a housecoat the color of faded hydrangeas, holding a mug of coffee with both hands. She had the air of a woman who had outlasted several things she had not expected to outlast and was mildly curious to see what came next.

“Is that bad?” she said.

“It’s fixable,” Harold said. Which was how he answered that question, always, because the other available answer was “it depends on your definition of bad,” and he had learned over twenty-two years in the repair business that people asking about their appliances did not generally want philosophy.

He had the part. He kept a modest inventory in the van—not enough to be extravagant about it, just enough to avoid the special misery of a second trip. He went out, came back with the bearing in a small cardboard sleeve, set it on the shelf next to the roosters, and began the disassembly with the methodical patience of a man who had done this particular job perhaps forty times and expected nothing about it to surprise him.

It did not surprise him.

The laundry room filled with the small, ordinary sounds of work: the soft knock of a wrench finding purchase, the specific resistance and then release of a bolt that had been there a long time, the papery tear of a manufacturer’s seal giving way. Outside the narrow window above the machine, a maple was beginning to turn—just the edges of things, still, the way color came to Kettlebrook in September, cautiously and from the outside in. Harold noted this and returned his attention to the drum housing.

Mrs. Crutchfield made him a cup of coffee without asking, which he accepted without protest, which was the kind of small negotiation that had been conducted silently between Harold Finch and the households of Kettlebrook for most of his adult life. He drank it standing at the laundry room doorway while the new bearing seated itself and the machine ran its test cycle without complaint. The coffee was too strong and slightly too sweet and tasted, as it always did at Mrs. Crutchfield’s, faintly of the vanilla extract she added to the grounds, a habit she had picked up from her late husband and saw no reason to abandon.

Harold did not remark on this. He wrote out the invoice on a pre-printed pad he kept in his left breast pocket—parts, labor, travel, all itemized in his small, even handwriting—and handed it to her. She read it carefully, which he respected, and then looked up.

“You’re too reasonable, Harold,” she said, in the tone of someone issuing a gentle warning.

“Thank you,” he said.

He was back in the van by eight forty-seven. His next appointment was at ten.

* * *
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THE PREWITT HOUSE WAS on Garrison Road, which was technically within Kettlebrook’s limits but which Garrison Road itself seemed to regard as a matter of ongoing dispute. The houses out that way were set back from the road behind shallow lawns that had given up on grass in favor of a more impressionistic approach to groundcover—a little clover, a little crabgrass, something broad-leafed that no one had ever identified with any certainty.

Harold pulled into the driveway at five minutes to ten, sat for a moment, and listened to the engine cool. Through the kitchen window, even from the driveway, he could hear Dale and Connie Prewitt having an argument about something. This was not unusual. In the fourteen years Harold had been servicing appliances in Kettlebrook, the Prewitts had been having an argument about something every single time he arrived, as though an argument were simply a condition of their household, like hard water or drafty windows, and they had long since stopped noticing it.

He collected his toolbox and knocked.

The argument paused for the three seconds required to answer the door, and then resumed as Harold followed Connie Prewitt into the kitchen. Dale was standing at the counter in a work shirt, holding a dish that appeared to have been the subject of the argument, or possibly just evidence of it.

“It’s the upper rack,” Connie said to Harold, gesturing at the dishwasher without breaking the thread of whatever she was saying to Dale. “It doesn’t drain. It leaves an inch of standing water and then Dale just runs it again instead of calling someone and that’s been going on since July.”

“I was going to call someone,” Dale said.

“You were going to call someone in July.”

“I was thinking about calling someone in July.”

Harold set his toolbox down on the floor beside the dishwasher and opened it. The kitchen smelled of coffee and toast and the lingering ghost of something fried at some earlier hour—bacon, probably, or sausage. There was a child’s drawing held to the refrigerator by a magnet shaped like an ear of corn. The drawing appeared to depict either a horse or a very confident dog.

He pulled the lower rack out, checked the filter. It was, as he had anticipated from the symptom, blocked with the accumulated small debris of what appeared to be several months of optimistic dishwashing—a fragment of a broken toothpick, something that had once been a rubber band, a quantity of mineral deposit that had calcified into a formation of almost geological ambition.

He began to clear it.

The Prewitts continued their discussion over and around him with the ease of people who had long ago stopped editing their domestic life for company. Harold had noticed this before—the way some households absorbed him into the background the moment he started working, as though his toolbox granted him a kind of professional invisibility. He did not mind. He found it, if anything, companionable, in the way that sitting in the same room as a radio you’re not entirely listening to is companionable.

“You never told me it was July,” Dale was saying. “You said it started in August.”

“I said I noticed it in August. I didn’t say it started in August.”

“That’s a distinction without a—”

“Harold,” Connie said, without changing her tone, “when you’re done, can I get you anything? Coffee? Water?”

“I’m fine, thank you,” Harold said, from the floor, without looking up.

He ran a short test cycle. The drain cleared. The water went where water was supposed to go. He ran it again to be certain, because Harold Finch was not in the habit of running anything just once when twice was available. The second cycle was as good as the first. He dried his hands on the cloth he kept in his back pocket, re-seated the filter, closed the door, and stood up.

Dale and Connie had moved on to something else entirely by then—something involving a family gathering in November that neither of them appeared to be looking forward to. Harold wrote his invoice. He handed it to Connie, who showed it to Dale, who made the expression of a man who had been expecting worse and was recalibrating toward gratitude.

“That’s it?” Dale said.

“That’s it,” Harold said.

He was back in the van by eleven twenty. The radio played something country and steady that he didn’t know well enough to sing along to and knew just well enough not to find distracting. He drove back into town. The September light came flat and golden off the fields on either side of County Road 7, the kind of Midwestern light that made everything look like it was being photographed for a calendar about places that hadn’t changed much and were quietly pleased about it.

* * *
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GUNDER’S HARDWARE OCCUPIED a storefront on the main street of Kettlebrook that had been Gunder’s Hardware since 1968 and before that had been something called Kettlebrook Dry Goods, and before that, according to Ray Gunder, had been a barbershop, which would explain the inexplicable hook mounted near the ceiling of the back room that no one had ever found a use for.

Harold arrived at twelve-fifteen for what Ray had described on the phone as “a rattling.” In Harold’s experience, a rattling could be any number of things, and the only reliable way to diagnose a rattling was to stand near it and listen, which is what he did. He stood in the back room beside the old chest freezer Ray used for ice melt bags and specialty seed stock in the winter, and he listened to it run, and he identified, within about forty-five seconds, that the rattle was a length of copper refrigerant line that had worked itself loose from its mounting bracket and was vibrating against the side of the compressor housing.

The room smelled of sawdust and machine oil and the cold, dry smell of the chest freezer itself. The shelves along the back wall held the kind of inventory that accumulated in hardware stores over decades—boxes of specialized fasteners for fittings that were no longer manufactured, paint color samples in shades with names like ‘Harvest Wheat’ and ‘Slate Intention,’ a pegboard system for hanging tools that had at some point been reorganized and at some other point been un-reorganized. The fluorescent light above hummed at a frequency Harold had long since catalogued as harmless and ceased to notice.

Ray Gunder was fifty-eight, broad across the shoulders, and had the hands of a man who had spent his life working with things that required force and precision in approximately equal measure. He stood in the doorway between the stockroom and the shop floor, watching Harold work with the particular expression of a person who knew enough about the subject to understand what they were watching but not quite enough to have done it themselves.

“Bracket,” Harold said.

“Figured it was something like that,” Ray said, in the satisfied tone of someone who had not figured it was something like that but was pleased to be in the vicinity of a correct guess.

Harold tightened the bracket, tested the line by pressing it lightly at three points along its length, ran the freezer through a short cycle, and heard nothing. He ran it again. Still nothing. The room was quiet except for the hum of the compressor doing its job without editorial comment.

“Two minutes,” Ray said. It was not quite a question.

“Five, with the drive,” Harold said. He wrote a very small invoice. Ray looked at it and laughed—a short, genuine sound, the laugh of a man who had expected to be charged more and found the gap between expectation and reality briefly delightful.

“You know,” Ray said, while Harold latched his toolbox, “my father used to say you could tell a man’s character by what he charged for a small job.”

“What did he conclude?” Harold said.

“He concluded most men didn’t have much.” Ray tucked the invoice into the breast pocket of his canvas apron. “You’re all right, Harold.”

Harold said thank you and meant it, the way he meant it every time someone said some version of that to him, which was often enough that he had developed a genuine and unfussy appreciation for it. He was under no illusions about the scale of the compliment. Being all right was not a distinguished category. But it was a consistent one, and consistency, in Harold’s experience, was worth more than it was generally credited for.

He drove back along Main Street. Kettlebrook unfolded itself around him at the steady pace it always did—the insurance office with the flag out front, the diner whose sign had been missing its first ‘n’ for three years and had apparently achieved a kind of philosophical acceptance about it, the post office, the grain elevator visible at the far end of town where Main Street gave up on commerce and became just a road again. Two women he recognized from separate service calls stood talking on the corner outside the pharmacy. He lifted two fingers from the steering wheel as he passed. They waved back, in the automatic, unthinking way people wave at things that have always been there.

He turned left on Birch, right on Second, and pulled into the alley behind his shop at twenty past one.

* * *
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THE SHOP OCCUPIED THE ground floor of a narrow building on Main Street whose original purpose had been debated by the three previous owners without resolution. The current theory, based on the configuration of the back room, was that it had once been a tailor’s. Harold had no strong opinion about this. He used the front room as a customer-facing space for drop-off repairs and small parts sales, the middle room as a workshop, and the back room for inventory. The building smelled, at all times and in all weather, of solder and machine oil and the faint electrical warmth of things being tested to see if they worked.

He logged the day’s calls in a green ledger he kept on the worktable: date, customer name, appliance, fault, remedy, time in, time out, parts used, amount invoiced. He had been keeping this ledger since his first year in business and had filled, to date, eleven of them. They stood on a shelf in the middle room in a row. He had no particular plan for them. They were simply a record, and records seemed to him a reasonable thing to maintain.

He made a sandwich—ham, mustard, two slices of bread that were still technically good—and ate it standing at the worktable while he reviewed the next day’s schedule. A dishwasher on Oak Street. A boiler consultation up on Route 9. A screen door on Elm that had been threatening to come off its track since spring and had finally, apparently, followed through on the threat. A normal day. A day like most days.

He washed his hands, dried them, hung the towel on the hook beside the utility sink, and went through the door at the back of the shop and into the house.

The house was narrow in the same way the shop was narrow—a building that had decided on its proportions early and committed to them without apology. The kitchen, the living room, the single bedroom upstairs: all of them long and thin, as though the house had been designed by someone who prized efficiency over sprawl. Harold had lived here for sixteen years and had never found it cramped. He found it, if anything, correct—the right amount of space for the amount of life he was running.

He opened the refrigerator to take stock of the evening’s options. There was the mustard. There were three eggs. There was the container on the second shelf, the one with the green lid, which he was fairly confident had started as some kind of soup—possibly a lentil soup, made two Sundays ago—but which had since progressed to a stage of existence that made it unwise to investigate too closely. He would deal with it on Thursday, which was his day for dealing with things.

He took two of the eggs. He made them scrambled, because scrambled eggs were efficient and he was tired in the quiet, manageable way he was tired at the end of most days—not depleted, just used up to the correct degree. He ate them at the kitchen table with a glass of water and the tail end of a day-old newspaper, reading nothing in particular, his eyes moving across the text without urgency.

After dinner he went back through the shop—he passed through the shop often in the evenings, the way other people might pass through a living room, because to him the shop was a living room of sorts, a place whose familiarity was a form of comfort—and into the garage.

The garage was attached to the back of the building and was used for the van, the overflow inventory that didn’t fit in the back room, and the patient accumulation of things Harold intended to sort through at some unspecified future date. A single bare bulb on a pull chain threw a circle of yellow light over the worktable. There were shelves along the left wall holding labeled bins of fasteners, fittings, and spare parts organized by type and then by size, because Harold was constitutionally incapable of storing things any other way. There were two cardboard boxes on the floor near the shelves that he had moved from one position to another several times over the past few months without ever getting around to opening them. One of them was labeled GARAGE in his own handwriting, which was perhaps the least helpful label he had ever applied to anything.

He was looking for a spare fuse for the workshop’s secondary circuit—he’d blown one that afternoon without noticing until he went to use the bench grinder and found it unresponsive—and he was fairly certain he had a card of them somewhere on the lower shelf, behind the box of copper elbows.

He moved the box labeled GARAGE to get at the shelf, and behind it he found the other box.

It was smaller than the GARAGE box, about the size of a shoebox but shallower, made of cardboard that had gone soft at the corners with age. It was not labeled. He did not immediately recognize it. He crouched and opened the flaps.

Inside, in the bottom of the box, lying on a folded piece of paper, was the device.

Harold looked at it for a moment. It was small—not much larger than his palm—and brass, or something that had been brass once and had since acquired the patina of a thing that had spent a long time in a box in various garages. Its surface was smooth except for a seam running around its circumference, and it had the look of an object that had a purpose, though not a purpose that advertised itself. It resembled, faintly, a fob—the kind of thing that might have been attached to a watch chain at some point, or to a key ring, except that it was slightly too large for either and had no loop for attachment. It looked, in short, like a fob for a door that no longer existed.

He did not pick it up. He looked at the folded piece of paper beneath it, recognized the handwriting—small and slightly angular, the writing of a man who’d been taught penmanship seriously and then made his own adjustments over fifty years of use—and set the paper aside without reading it. He would read it properly, at the kitchen table, in better light. Not now.

He put the device back in the box. He left the box on the workbench, pushed back slightly from the edge so it wouldn’t fall, and stood there for a moment in the smell of the garage—oil and cold concrete and the faint sweetness of the autumn air coming in under the door from the alley—and looked at it. It was the kind of object that seemed to ask to be picked up. Harold was not, by disposition, the kind of man who picked up objects when a reasonable alternative existed. He filed it, mentally, under ‘to be investigated properly,’ which was a folder he maintained with some discipline. He would look at it this weekend, when he had time to look at things properly. That was the sensible approach. That was the correct approach.

Then he found the fuse card on the lower shelf where he’d expected it to be, behind the copper elbows, exactly where a fuse card should be, and he went back inside.

It had belonged to his grandfather. Which, at this point in the story, was still a straightforward statement.
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Chapter Two
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The Embarrassing Story

The letter was still in the garage when Harold woke Wednesday morning. He had not forgotten about it. Forgetting about things was not, as a general category, something Harold did. He had simply decided, the night before, that reading a handwritten letter from a dead man required proper conditions—good light, a clear table, nothing pressing on the other side of it—and that nine-thirty on a Tuesday evening, after two scrambled eggs and a day’s work, did not constitute proper conditions.

Wednesday morning constituted proper conditions.

He put the coffee on first, because coffee before an unknown letter seemed like the correct order of operations, and then he went through the shop and out to the garage in his socks, which was a thing he would not normally do—the concrete was cold even through wool—but the morning was doing something particular with the light and he didn’t want to lose it by going back for his shoes. The September sun was coming in low through the gap under the garage door and lying across the floor in a long, dusty rectangle that made the concrete look almost warm. It was not warm. His socks confirmed this.

He picked up the box from the workbench. The device was still in it, still lying against the bottom in that specific inert way of objects that have been somewhere for a long time. He left the device where it was. He took the letter.

The paper was folded in thirds in the way that suggested it had once been in an envelope, though there was no envelope. It was thin—the kind of paper people used to use for longer correspondence, lighter than standard stock, with a faint texture to it that Harold noticed when he carried it back through the shop and into the kitchen. It smelled of the box, which smelled of the garage, which smelled of the particular closed-up dryness of a thing that had been stored, undisturbed, for a while. He put it on the kitchen table and poured his coffee and sat down.

The handwriting was Edmund’s. That was established immediately. Edmund Finch had learned penmanship in a school system that still believed in penmanship, and then spent fifty-odd years making small, pragmatic adjustments to the official version until it became something that was clearly descended from the original but had developed its own opinions. The letters were slightly compressed, as though Edmund had always had more to say than he had room for and had quietly negotiated a private arrangement with the alphabet.

Harold smoothed the page against the table. He drank a small amount of coffee. He read.

* * *
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HAROLD,

I’ve left this with the device because you’re the only one of the family who won’t either throw it away or try to sell it. Your cousin Dennis would try to sell it. Your aunt Margaret would throw it away. I trust that you’ll do whatever seems sensible, which is why I’m writing this down instead of just leaving the thing in a box and hoping for the best.

The device moves you backward in time, briefly, to a moment you nominate. You choose the moment beforehand. You arrive there. You are present for as long as you need to be. Then you come back. I’ve been told the correct technical term for what it does is something along the lines of ‘localized temporal repositioning,’ which sounds more impressive than it feels. What it feels like is a brief pressure behind the eyes and then the smell of somewhere else. Not unpleasant. Mildly startling the first time.

How I came to have it is a longer story than I have paper for, and frankly not as interesting as you’d think. It involves your great-uncle Gerald, a storage auction, and a Thursday afternoon in 1978 that I remember being very cold. I have done my best to trace where it came from originally and have not succeeded, which I choose to regard as the device’s own business.

I used it once. March of 1987. There was a council meeting—I was on the water committee for eleven years and I want it noted that I served that time without complaint, which is more than I can say for the chairman in question, though saying it is precisely what got me into this situation—and I made a remark about the sitting chairman that I understood to be between myself and Gerald Hooper, who was sitting next to me, but which turned out to be audible to more of the room than I had intended. The acoustics in the old council chamber were and remain a liability. I won’t tell you what the remark was. You can probably guess the category it falls into. It was the kind of thing that seems entirely reasonable to say in the moment and becomes less reasonable when considered from the outside, which is the standard condition of most remarks made at water committee meetings after seven in the evening.

In any case, the remark made it into the minutes. The recording secretary at the time had the ears of a barn owl and the ethics of a court stenographer, which is to say she wrote down everything she heard without editorially filtering for the things that would have been better left unheard. I used the device to go back to the thirty seconds before I made it, kept my mouth shut, and came back. The minutes did not contain the remark. Gerald Hooper did not remember me having said it. I considered this a satisfactory outcome and filed it away as a one-time arrangement between myself and the general forward motion of time.

The device worked without difficulty. I felt no ill effects. I was, briefly, a little tired afterward, which could have been the device or could have been the Tuesday.

One thing I want to be clear about, and I want you to take this seriously because I have thought about it carefully: I would not use it more than once. I don’t know why I say this. I have no specific evidence that using it more than once produces a problem. But in the same way that a thing can look structurally sound and still give you a feeling—the way you put your weight on a step and know before it creaks that something isn’t right—using the device a second time gives me that feeling. Not a warning I can explain. Just a sense that once is within the natural tolerance of things and more than once is not.

I trust your judgment. You have always had good judgment. You have also always been better at listening to warnings than most people I know, which is the reason I’m writing this down rather than simply hoping you’ll figure it out on your own.

The device is yours to do with as you see fit.

Regards,

Edmund

P.S. I considered leaving some kind of instruction manual but there isn’t one, and attempting to write one seemed to me like the kind of project that ends with a man producing forty pages of notes about a thing he still doesn’t entirely understand. You know where you want to go. You put the date and time in your head clearly. You hold the device and press the seam. That’s all I can tell you.

* * *
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HAROLD READ THE LETTER twice.

He read it the first time at an ordinary pace, because that was how he read things, and the second time more slowly, pausing at the paragraph about using it more than once and reading it again, and then continuing. He set the letter on the table and looked out the kitchen window at the narrow strip of yard behind the house where the maple that divided his property from the neighbor’s property was doing the same cautious September thing it had been doing when he’d noticed it from the laundry room window at Mrs. Crutchfield’s the day before—color coming in from the edges, not committing yet.

He drank his coffee.

He thought about Edmund.

Edmund Finch had died eighteen months ago in a hospital in Millhaven, sixty miles north, after a brief illness that was nonetheless long enough that everyone had time to arrive and say the things they wanted to say, which Harold had found to be, on balance, how you would want to arrange these things if you were given the option. Edmund had been eighty-one. He had been, in Harold’s experience, approximately the same person at eighty-one that he had been at every other age Harold had known him—measured, dry, possessed of a patience for the observable world that Harold had always suspected was not patience at all but genuine interest dressed in practical clothing.

He had also been, for twenty-eight years, the person who told the story.

Harold was aware that this was not Edmund’s defining quality. He was also aware that this was how memory worked—that the same man who had taken Harold fishing every summer for six years and taught him to read a level and driven him to the hospital the night Harold broke two fingers catching a line drive and sat with him in the waiting room for four hours without once saying anything unhelpful was also the man who, at every gathering of the Finch family that Harold could remember attending as an adult, had eventually gotten around to the story. These were not in conflict. They were simply both true. Harold held both truths without particular difficulty. The fishing trips were better. But the story was more frequent.

The story had started, as best Harold could reconstruct it, at Thanksgiving dinner at his Aunt Carol’s house when Harold was nineteen. He could not be entirely certain this was the first telling, but it was the first telling he had witnessed, and it had the quality of a story being told for the first time to a fresh audience, which suggested either that it was the first time or that Edmund had been saving it specifically for Carol’s table, which was, given Edmund, also plausible.

He had introduced it the way he introduced most things worth saying: without preamble.

“I was thinking about Harold at the dance,” Edmund had said, to the table at large, in the conversational tone of a man who has just remembered something mildly enjoyable.

Aunt Carol’s dining room at Thanksgiving had the specific atmospheric conditions of the Finch family at full assembly: the smell of roasted turkey and the sage dressing that Carol had made from the same recipe every year since 1974, the warmth of too many people in a room with the radiator still set to summer, the low collective noise of simultaneous side conversations that paused and braided when something interesting came down the center of the table. There were eleven people. Three of them were already in the middle of something when Edmund spoke. All three stopped.

Harold, who had been nineteen and home from his first year working at the repair shop in Dekalb, had looked up from his plate with the mild alertness of someone who has heard their name.

This is what had happened at the dance.

Harold had been fourteen. The dance was the eighth-grade end-of-year dance, held in the school gymnasium, which had been decorated by the student council with a quantity of crepe paper streamers in the school colors—green and gold—and which had smelled, as school gymnasiums always did at that hour of an evening, of floor wax and someone’s too-strong cologne and the particular warm, enclosed smell of a hundred and forty eighth-graders collectively uncertain about the evening. The music was too loud for conversation and not loud enough to justify not having any.

At some point during the third song, Harold had asked Katie Demarest to dance. Katie Demarest had said, with a shrug that was genuinely more indifferent than unkind, that she didn’t really feel like it. Harold had considered this response for approximately two seconds. Then he had said, in a voice that was completely composed and entirely sincere: “That seems like the right call.” And walked to the refreshment table and gotten some punch.

He had reported this at dinner when he got home, because Harold at fourteen reported the events of his evenings in roughly chronological order, the way a person might read from a log. He had not flagged the exchange with Katie Demarest as notable. It had seemed to him a straightforward transaction—he had made an inquiry, received a response, assessed it as reasonable, and moved on. He had conveyed this in his account of the evening with the same descriptive weight he gave to arriving at the gymnasium and the color of the streamers.

Edmund, who had been visiting that week and was at the dinner table, had been very still for a moment. Then he had said: “Say that again.”

Harold had said it again.

Edmund had not laughed. He was not, by disposition, a man who laughed loudly at things. He had instead made a small, precise sound of appreciation—the sound of a person encountering something that confirms a theory they have been developing for some time—and said nothing else that evening.

He had, however, remembered it. And at Thanksgiving dinner at Carol’s, five years later, he had told it. He had told it well—not with exaggeration, which would have ruined it, but with fidelity, which made it better. He had quoted Harold’s exact words and explained the exact composure with which they had been delivered, and then paused and said: “He was fourteen. He’d gone to a dance. A girl had told him she didn’t want to dance with him. And he had decided this was reasonable.”

Harold’s Aunt Carol had laughed until she had to put her fork down. Harold’s mother had laughed and then looked at Harold with an expression that was not quite apology and not quite pride but somewhere adjacent to both. Harold’s cousin Dennis had asked to hear it again.

Harold, who was nineteen and had not, until that moment, understood that there was anything in the least remarkable about his response to Katie Demarest, had sat very still and felt the particular cold sensation of realizing that something he had said five years ago in good faith had been, the entire time, secretly funny.

From that point, the story had been a permanent feature of Finch family occasions. Edmund had a gift for deploying it—not maliciously, not even teasingly, but with an almost anthropological delight, as though Harold were an interesting specimen of something he genuinely admired. He told it at Christmas. He told it at the retirement party for Harold’s father. He told it, memorably, at the reception following Harold’s aunt’s second wedding, which had been a day already running high on sentiment, and which had made the story somehow land harder than usual. He had been telling it, in various slightly refined versions, for twenty-eight years, and would have told it, Harold suspected, until he ran out of occasions, except that he had run out of occasions first.

The last time Harold had heard it was at the gathering after Edmund’s funeral. One of the cousins had told it, in Edmund’s place, as a tribute. They had done a reasonable job. It had gotten the same laugh. Harold had stood at the back of his Aunt Carol’s living room with a cup of weak tea and a small plate of sandwiches and listened to his own story being told without him and felt something he could not name and did not try to.

* * *
[image: ]


HE READ THE LETTER a third time. Not because he had missed anything—he hadn’t—but because he wanted Edmund’s voice in the room for a little longer before he started making decisions.

Then he made the decision.

The logic was sound. Harold was not the kind of person who made decisions without sound logic, and he was also not the kind of person who mistook sentiment for logic, which was a distinction he considered important. He was not doing this for Edmund. Edmund was gone and past the reach of anything Harold could arrange. He was doing it for the same reason he fixed anything: because there was a problem, and he had a method, and the method was available.

The problem was the story. The story existed because of a sentence Harold had said at age fourteen. The sentence existed because he had said it, sincerely, in a school gymnasium, and then reported it at dinner. Edmund had heard the report. Edmund had found it funny and told other people. The people had found it funny and requested repetitions. Twenty-eight years of Finch family occasions had been colored, to a greater or lesser degree, by this single sentence, which Harold had not intended as notable and which he could not now un-intend.

What he could do, apparently, was go back to the thirty seconds before he said it.

He did not need to change anything about the dance. He did not need to ask a different girl or dance differently or leave early or do anything conspicuous. He needed only to position himself, when Katie Demarest declined, so that Edmund was not in a position to hear what Harold said next. Edmund had not been at the dance—he had been at the dinner table, after—which meant the intervention point was not the gymnasium but the house. Harold needed to come home from the dance and, for once in his life, edit what he said at dinner.

He would go back to the evening in question. He would arrive at the dinner table. He would report the dance. When he reached the exchange with Katie Demarest, he would omit the sentence. He would say she had declined, he had gotten some punch, the rest of the evening had been unremarkable. He would not report “That seems like the right call.” Edmund would have nothing to find interesting. The story would never exist.

This was, Harold noted, the smallest possible intervention that would produce the desired result. He was not altering anything else. He was not preventing the dance, or the question to Katie Demarest, or any of the other events of that evening. He was simply not saying one sentence at dinner. This was, by any reasonable measure, a low-consequence event, which was exactly the category Edmund had described the device as suitable for.

He went to the desk in the corner of the living room and got the green ledger from the second drawer. It was the current ledger, the one he used for service calls, but it had several blank pages at the back and there was something fitting about using the same book. He opened it to the last page and wrote at the top, in his small even hand:

DEVICE — OPERATIONAL NOTES

Beneath that he wrote the date of Edmund’s letter, copied from the letter itself. Then, after a space, he wrote the date and time he intended to return to. This required some reconstruction. The dinner at which Edmund had first told the story—the Thanksgiving at Aunt Carol’s, five years after the dance—had been the first telling, but that was not the event Harold needed. He needed the dinner on the night of the dance itself. Harold had been fourteen. The dance had been the eighth-grade end-of-year dance, which would place it in June. June of the relevant year, a Friday evening, because eighth-grade dances were always on Fridays. The dinner after would have been around eight o’clock, because Harold’s mother had kept to a consistent dinner schedule and only adjusted it when there was a reason.

He wrote: June 6th. Friday. Approximately 8:00 PM.

He considered this. The exact date was not certain—he was reasoning from the school calendar and the typical scheduling of end-of-year events—but it was close. He was not proposing to arrive in the middle of a different decade. He was proposing to arrive on the right evening within a margin of probably one or two days either side. If he arrived and the dinner was not happening—if it was a Thursday, or a Saturday—he would simply return and adjust.

He added, in the margin: Note — verify date upon arrival. Adjust if required.

Because Harold Finch did not attempt temporal displacement without proper documentation. He also, apparently, did not attempt it without a contingency note in the margin.

He capped the pen. He looked at what he’d written. It was not a long entry, but it was a complete one, and completion was what Harold cared about in records. It had the date, the intent, the method, and the contingency. If anything went wrong, someone reading this afterward would understand what had been attempted and why.

He was aware, briefly, that the someone reading this afterward was a slightly uncomfortable concept to dwell on and decided not to dwell on it.

He also added, at the bottom of the page: Device returned to box after use. Which had not happened yet, but seemed like the kind of thing that ought to be recorded in advance, if only because it represented an intention that he wanted on the record.

He looked at the device where it sat on the table beside the box and the letter. In the kitchen’s morning light it looked even less remarkable than it had the night before in the garage—more domestic, less significant. The brass had the color of something that had been handled often and then not handled for a long time, and the seam Edmund had described ran around its circumference with the neat precision of something made carefully. It looked like it had been made to last. It looked like the kind of object you could put in a box in a garage for years and then take out and have still be fine.

Harold thought about the paragraph in Edmund’s letter. The step that creaks before it creaks. The thing that looks sound and isn’t. He thought about it with the same attention he gave all structural warnings, which was to say seriously, because in Harold’s experience a feeling about a structure was usually a structure trying to tell you something in the only language it had.

Once, Edmund had said. Once is within the natural tolerance of things.

Harold intended to use it once. He intended to use it for the smallest possible intervention, on a low-consequence event, with proper documentation, and then put it back in the box and put the box in the garage and get on with his day. This was, by any measure he could apply, a reasonable and proportionate use of an inherited device. It was exactly the kind of use Edmund had described as acceptable. Edmund had used it himself under comparable circumstances and found the outcome satisfactory.

He would do it tonight, after the boiler consultation on Route 9 and the screen door on Elm. He would do it with his notes in front of him, the way he consulted a service manual before a job he hadn’t done in a while, and he would be back in his own kitchen by evening with the single sentence erased and the rest of his grandfather’s memory intact, which seemed to him the right proportion of things.

He folded the letter back into thirds along its original creases—they were still crisp, still holding, the paper having committed to the fold a long time ago—and put it back in the box with the device. He closed the flaps. He put the box in the corner of the kitchen counter, where he could see it when he came in from the shop, because leaving it in the garage now seemed like a mistake.

Then he rinsed his coffee mug, checked the schedule in his breast pocket, pulled on his boots, and went to work.
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