
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


​​Praise for Time on My Hands,

​Mitch Katz’s watch-collecting memoir

“I met Mitch years ago when we both fell down the rabbit hole of watch collecting. You’ll love reading [about his] watch collecting journey. He is a most interesting and multi-faceted guy; whip smart, curious, passionate, knowledgeable, demanding, and above all, a real kick in the ass! Enjoy!

“Mitch’s book just keeps on ticking!”

—Edward Tonkin

“Our journey began in the watch industry and has evolved into an amazing friendship. It has been nothing short of extraordinary, from discovering hidden gems in obscure markets to attending exclusive launches. Our shared passion for timepieces has created unforgettable memories and a lasting friendship. Mitch gives you a unique perspective from a true collector's eye, looking at the inner workings of Swiss watch manufacturing.”

—Ahmad Shahriar, President,

North America and Canada, Breguet

“Mitch's capacity of intertwining personal accounts, with an immense wealth of technical knowledge about his time pieces, makes reading this book fun, educational, intriguing, and all around a marvelous experience.”

—Nicola Cagliata,

Jaeger-Le Coultre Boutique manager

“Mitch is some man for one man. We became friends through the work I was creating, and now I look forward to exploring and enjoying his.”

—Stephen McGonigle,

Watchmaker

“Rare is it that one comes across such a person as Mitch. He is to me, one of, if not the most, erudite friend I know. From his first interaction with me almost twenty years ago to now, the questions he asks and his quest for knowledge are insatiable. He has a need to continue on his path of gaining a better understanding of the Independent Watchmaker’s world, and what makes them create their micro mechanical horological artform.

“He is a patron to many an Independent Watchmaker for the reason that he knows he makes a difference acquiring a piece. Maybe there is some selfish gain in having some of the world’s most exclusive and desired timepieces in his remarkable collection, however, I’d argue on balance, his choices have a net benefit to those makers choosing that difficult path.

“I must add, Mitch’s willingness to share his collection with like-minded individuals does an enormous service to those watchmaker’s whose rare work he owns. No safe queens here! An honor and great pleasure to write this.”

—Tim Jackson,

Independent in Time

“Commissioning and making a handmade watch are the two sides of the same coin. It's a collaborative process between collector and watchmaker and very often results in a creation that neither fully expected.

“The other result is frequently an enduring friendship between two people who are passionate about all things watch related. The fact that projects are conceived and deals hammered out over a good meal or a nice pint makes this happenstance more likely.

“Mitch's book is an odyssey through the world of watches and their makers and the friendships that were forged along the way.”

—John McGonigle,

Watchmaker
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T

he dog licked his human’s face, trying to stem the ongoing trickle. His human did not respond. It nuzzled the hood covering his human’s head, still no response.

With the leash wrapped so tightly around his human’s arm, the French bulldog could barely move. As if resigned to his fate, he sat and panted as he looked around.

The scent of an acquaintance came on the wind. He pointed his nose to the sky and sniffed the air. Yes, he knew the golden retriever heading his way. Shortly, he spied an approaching light bouncing up and down. As the light grew larger and brighter, he could hear the rhythmic panting of the other dog straining at her leash. 

The Frenchie let out a soft whine, and within moments, the golden retriever was upon him. The flashlight briefly shone into the Frenchie’s eyes and then traveled down his body over to the face of the human lying next to him.

A scream broke the evening's calm.

​Eight weeks earlier
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J

ohn Harrison concentrated on his notecards as he spoke. He wasn’t reading from them. Having practiced his pitch numerous times at home and having already delivered the same presentation to two other groups, he knew his talk verbatim. The cards were one of the strategies his companion, Suzanne, had helped him develop. She was well aware of both the limited amount of time he had to create audience interest in his development and the degree of anxiety that public speaking caused him. The cards kept him on track and helped regulate his anxiety, allowing him to start and finish his presentation.

Standing at the end of a conference table to the left of a large screen displaying his presentation, he spoke in a monotone drone and made no eye contact with anyone in the audience. Wearing a dark blue jacket over a white collarless shirt (collars bothered him), a pullover, and no tie (ties were another source of discomfort), he looked like a typical corporate employee. A closer look would reveal that all the labels had been removed from his clothing, and his brown shoes had textured rubber soles to prevent any possibility of squeaking when he walked. Despite those attempts to ease his unease, he stood at the podium, his right foot in front of his left, perceptibly rocking back and forth. His curly, dark, unintentionally stylish brown hair and his slight stature gave him a quite unassuming appearance. There was no chance a casual observer would mistake him for a gym rat or an athlete of any kind. And he gave no outward indication of the sharp intelligence he possessed.

Even though the conference room was large enough to hold thirty, he had an audience of only five. Of the three companies he came to Switzerland to address, this organization seemed the most eager to meet with him, so he was advised to leave this presentation for last. That way, he would be better prepared.

When he first began teaching at the college, someone had recommended that he make eye contact with his students. But that was just not possible. This room was no different. When not studying his cards, John stared at a point in space somewhere in the middle of the conference table, his light brown eyes behind tortoise shell frames seemingly unfocused. Periodically, he’d awkwardly point to images on the screen. On the rare occasion, he’d lift his eyes to look through the windows. Outside, he could see a pastoral scene in the Vallée de Joux: cows grazing on deep green grass, a corona of pine trees in the background, and fluffy white clouds floating in the deep blue sky.

Coffee cups, a scattering of chocolate wrappers, and plates sprinkled with leftover pastry crumbs rested on the table. Three members of the company’s executive team appeared to listen carefully, taking notes from the slides. From what John could tell, they were making rough renditions of what they saw. Another man sat midway down the table, staring out the windows. His blank face gave him the demeanor of someone more senior than those scribbling away on their pads.

John was unconcerned about the attempts to copy his presentation. The diagrams and data on the screen were incomplete; he’d omitted essential details for the sake of secrecy. And the notes he’d scrawled on his cards were like hieroglyphics, mysterious ciphers that prevented unwanted eyes from discovering the secrets behind his invention. Reliance on promises to respect the confidentiality of information only went so far. While technically an outsider in this industry, John had studied it well. He knew how revolutionary his development was and that, conceivably, it could set the entire industry on its collective ears.

At the head of the table, opposite him, sat the only woman in the room. Her long blond hair was stylishly draped over the shoulders of her blue pinstriped suit. Under her jacket, a chartreuse blouse was open at the neck, exposing an emerald and diamond necklace. A sixth attendee was present via a telephone placed on speaker mode. Whether the unidentified person was really on the other end of the line, John couldn’t tell, as there was only silence coming from the phone.

His talk lasted twenty minutes. When finished, he braced himself for the time he hated most: question time. Unlike the students in his classroom, he couldn’t predict what the people facing him might ask.

The team members of the Frédérique Zeller Watch Company took a collective breath when John finished. All heads—except for the blond woman’s—turned toward the man gazing out the window. He, in turn, sat straighter in his chair and slowly shifted his eyes from the windows to stare at John. His white lab coat, pink sports shirt, and well-worn jeans completed the hipster look he seemed to be embracing with his blond ponytail that extended beyond his collar. “You believe that it will work?”

“No, Mister...” John paused to look at the list of printed names and titles resting on the table in front of him and found that of the head watchmaker addressing him. “Rousseau. I do not think this will work. I know it works.” John gazed at the loupe connected to Rousseau’s clear eyeglasses. It was tipped up against the man’s forehead.

“How so?”

“I currently have a movement I modified to contain the system, and it has been running flawlessly, gaining only one second, over the past six weeks.”

Rousseau’s right eyebrow twitched upwards; otherwise, his face remained impassive.

From the end of the table, the woman, Charice Bonet, co-CEO of the company, spoke without taking her eyes from her cell phone. “If we were to move ahead with this, we would require exclusivity rights.”

For the first time, John looked directly at her. “No. I own the patent.”

Charice’s head shot up. She stared so hard at him, John averted his eyes to his cards.

“I intend that it will be open-sourced,” he said. “So that anyone will be able to use it. The information will be in the public domain, and I will always be available by email to provide details in addition to the specifications that I will publish for reference.”

“If so,” Charice spoke slowly. “Then why all the secrecy?”

Beads of moisture formed on John’s upper lip. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “The movement is working, but it is not ready for production. It still needs further testing.”

“Then why are you here talking to us?”

John had been asked this question at each meeting. Despite expecting it now, he was still nervous to answer. “Because I am looking for a company to help me with the final adjustments before we put it into production. Once the initial production run has been successful, it will then be presented to the watch community so others can use it.” He paused again to check his notes. “The company that helps me will have the advantage of being in front of the rest of the market. They will be a leader in the field and will benefit financially.”

“Maybe initially,” Rousseau muttered in a stage whisper loud enough for the others around the table to hear.

“Thank you, Monsieur Harrison.” Charice rose and left the room.

John looked up as she made her exit. Rousseau gave him a quick nod, stood, and followed in her wake. The others chatted amongst themselves for a few minutes before mumbling their goodbyes and leaving the conference room. No handshakes were exchanged, as John had made it clear at the outset of the meeting that he wasn’t comfortable with that sort of physical contact.

Standing at the head of the table in a now-empty room, John emitted a brief sigh of relief. Only a couple of questions, much fewer than at his other presentations, and that was glorious. At the last presentation, he’d been peppered with questions for fifteen minutes before he could escape. He gathered his few things and removed his thumb drive from the computer. The receptionist who had guided him to the conference room appeared in the doorway and beckoned him to follow her back to the lobby of the building.

It was only as he walked down a flight of stairs that John started to wonder whether the limited number of questions indicated a lack of interest. Did they get it? Did they understand the revolutionary nature of his development?

The first group he spoke to showed no appreciation for the significance of what he was offering them. Based on their questions, the second seemed very interested. John considered for a moment that maybe all those questions at the last presentation were meant to squeeze as much information out of him as possible so that they could steal his invention.

Stepping from the staircase into the lobby, John saw Suzanne relaxing on a couch, reading a magazine. As if sensing his approach, she glanced up, saw him, and immediately rose to greet him.

Smiling, she punched something on her phone.

“I just arranged for a car for us,” she said. “Our flight out of Geneva leaves in four and a half hours, so we’ll have plenty of time to get to the airport from here.” She nodded toward the two roller bags near the receptionist’s desk, and in step, they retrieved their luggage and headed for the lobby’s exit.​
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“What do you think?” Charice’s voice had a nasal twang coming through her brother’s cell phone.

Jean-Louis wasn’t sure what he thought as he stood before a window of his chalet near the Gstaad ski slopes. His mind was consumed by his latest conquest, who was busying herself in the bathroom in preparation for facing the luncheon crowd at the Hotel Alpenland. “What would Father think?” he asked.

“He’s dead,” Charice shot back. “It’s up to you. You’re the head of watches. This time, you had better be right.”

Jean-Louis glared at his phone, wishing he could shoot darts at his sister via the cellular connection. Before he could respond, a female form floated out of the bathroom. Long chestnut hair framed her beautiful face, and the semi-sheer pink blouse and black yoga pants left little to the imagination about her magnificent attributes that he’d been exploring an hour earlier. At the sight of her, he forgot all else. She skirted around his outstretched hand, leaving only the wisp of her perfume for him to savor.

“Jean, did you hear what Harrison said?” Charice’s voice brought him back to the topic at hand, though his hands sought to feel another topic.

“Yeah. For the most part. I think we should go after it.”

“Are you sure? You were positive that we couldn’t lose with the Elegante line, and you know how that turned out.” Charice’s voice had that edge her brother was all too familiar with—that edge that said she was trying to modulate it to keep him from knowing how pissed she was. But he always knew. “We are teetering on a financial cliff here. And we’re going to fall off if we make another bad move.”

After their father died six years earlier, Charice and Jean-Louis were appointed co-CEOs of the Frédérique Zeller Watch Company. Their father had inherited the company after the untimely death of his father, who had been killed in a car accident on a mountain pass in the Italian Alps. Left with a Geneva-based storefront that housed four watchmakers and two technicians, their father had succeeded in growing the company to employ more than 300 people, producing over 4,000 watches per year. Before his death, Zeller was consistently making a handsome profit for the family.

With Charice and Jean-Louis at the helm, profits plummeted, and she was right, the company was now teetering on the edge of insolvency. Bad decisions, unsuccessful campaigns, and a lavish lifestyle had all but decimated the company’s bank accounts. To date, they’d been able to hide that truth from the other members of the leadership team as well as from the investors they’d been courting to bolster their sagging financial state of affairs. No one would take kindly to the knowledge that the promised healthy return on their investment was but a figment of Jean-Louis’s and Charice’s imaginations. At this point, a significant cash infusion was essential; it was the difference between survival and bankruptcy. If Harrison’s invention was as innovative as he claimed, it could be quite the carrot to dangle before potential investors, promising a lucrative return.

“Are you sure?” Charice repeated before Jean-Louis could respond.

“I am. This is a game-changer. Not only for the company but also for the whole industry. Once we get an exclusive agreement, we will be able to market the shit out of it.”

“Yeah, but what about his open-source bullshit?”

“I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry about it.”

“How?” Charice snapped.

Jean-Louis watched the brunette slip into knee-high boots. “I just will.”

“Right.” An exasperated sigh came through the speaker. “Meanwhile, I’ll get with Rousseau to get his take on the presentation.”
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W

hen John’s cell rang, Suzanne wasn’t sure what to do. First, he was in his workroom, which meant he didn’t want to be disturbed. And second, she couldn’t remember the last time he had a telephone conversation. He did most of his communication by email and occasionally by text. However, after realizing the call was from Switzerland, she chose to answer.

“Good evening, I’m sorry, good morning.” The voice on the other end had a strong French accent. “May I speak to Monsieur Harrison?”

“Who is calling, please?”

“Excusez-moi. This is Jean-Louis Bonet. I am president and CEO of the Frédérique Zeller Watch Company. My team met with Monsieur Harrison a couple of weeks ago.”

“Ah, yes. This is Suzanne Lang, John’s, um, assistant. How can I help you?” She figured Bonet wasn’t calling just to say hello, but her protective instincts kicked in. She wasn’t going to pass him on to John until she knew the man’s intentions.

“I am here with our head watchmaker, Michel Rousseau,” Jean-Louis replied. “We would like to discuss moving forward with a collaboration with Monsieur Harrison.”

Delighted, Suzanne quietly did a quick, happy two-step dance. She cleared her voice before responding. “Let me see if I can get him. And please call him John.”

“Oui. I’m sorry, yes, of course. I’ll wait.”

Suzanne muted the phone and hurried to the workroom. She paused to listen at the door. No noise from the other side. Lightly, she tapped on the doorframe, unsure if he had his headphones on. If so, she’d have to knock louder, but it was better to start softly and not take the chance of startling him. Typically, when engrossed in his work, John listened to heavy metal or some other...music or whatever you could call that discordant screaming she’d hear through his headphones. Even Louis had learned that if he wanted attention from John, he had to gently paw at one of his human’s legs rather than yip or bark.

After several forceful knocks, John opened the door by no more than a crack. Suzanne tapped her ear to remind him to remove the headphones. “It’s someone from the Zeller watch company.” She handed him the phone.

John’s eyebrows twitched upwards, which, for him, was a sign of excitement, equivalent to anyone else shouting in joy or giving an exuberant fist pump.

He stepped out of the room, and to Suzanne’s relief, he unmuted the phone before hitting the speaker icon.

As he said, “Hello,” Suzanne put a hand on his back to help him keep calm and focused.

“Hello John, this is Jean-Louis Bonet from Frédérique Zeller. I am here with Michel Rousseau, our head watchmaker. You met him and my sister when you were kind enough to visit us in the Vallée de Joux at the Manufacturer. Unfortunately, I had a conflicting meeting I was forced to attend when you were there. Nonetheless, I was able to listen to part of it over the telephone. I heard enough to get an idea of your innovative concept.”

John made a quiet grunt as if in acknowledgement.

“To say the least, we are very interested, no, excited, to learn more about your development. We would like to discuss moving forward with a collaboration. But first, we do have several issues to work out.”

“Okay.”

There was a pause. Suzanne assumed Jean-Louis was waiting for a further response from John. After a moment of silence, he began speaking again. “Michel and his team have done some preliminary investigations into what you propose and believe that you are on to something. If this pans out, what you presented could revolutionize the watch industry almost overnight. We believe partnering with you to move this project forward to completion would be a wonderful opportunity. However, doing so would, of course, require a fair amount of upfront investment for the development and retooling of machines. As such, we feel that it would be in both of our interests to proceed with the usual confidentiality and exclusivity agreements.”

Suzanne understood that John was at a potential inflection point. When he glanced at her, all she could do was raise her eyebrows in interest and subtly nod her head to encourage him.

Before he could respond, another voice came on the line. “John, this is Michel. My team is excited about this possibility. And you would have the advantage of working with one of the best design and technical teams in Switzerland.”

“I will think about it.”

“Sure, sure, John,” Jean-louis replied. There was something about his voice that set Suzanne on edge—it reminded her of when her son was a little boy, dragging her through the mall, worried they’d miss Santa before he’d have a chance to sit on his lap and tell him what he wanted for Christmas. “How about we call you in two days?”

“Okay. Goodbye.” John disconnected. Wordlessly, he disappeared into his workroom and shut the door.

“I’m proud of you, John,” Suzanne called after him.

[image: A grey gear with a black background

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

––––––––

[image: ]


John remained in his workroom until it was time to take Louis for his midday walk. Upon returning, he sat at the dining table, slowly working his way through the sandwich Suzanne had prepared for his lunch. Engrossed in something on his cellphone, he took small bites from his smooth peanut butter and orange blossom honey sandwich on white bread, which she had precisely cut into quarters, the crusts neatly removed. She stood just outside the kitchen, looking at him.

Over the four years since his sister, Jacqueline, had hired her, Suzanne had developed a motherly attachment to him. She knew her emotional connection was unlikely ever to be reciprocated. His autism limited his ability to understand and communicate human emotions. The only being he demonstrated any affection for was his dog, Louis. Similarly, John wasn’t capable of an outward display of emotion except when distressed or anxious. At those times, his stimming would amplify or, worse, he’d scream or attempt to harm himself. Fortunately, those eruptions had become much less frequent since Suzanne began working with him, but she always feared upsetting him.

She took a deep breath. “John.”

He did not divert his eyes from the screen.

Unsure if he was listening, she continued. “I need to leave a bit early today.” She realized that not telling him before was potentially a tactical error. John needed time to adjust, if possible, to any change in his routine. She wanted to head out within the next half hour, so she had no choice but to break the news to him and hope for the best.

“You see, I have a date tonight.” She giggled to herself. “It’s my first date in a long time. Really, it’s the first since I met my husband. His name is Matthew. We met at our grief counseling group. He’s a real nice guy.”

Although it had been five years since her husband died, she still felt the need to attend the grief counseling group. It was more of a social gathering at this point, but she wondered whether somewhere deep inside of her, the group had become an emotional crutch. Regardless, that was where she met Matthew Daniels a couple of years prior. They’d built a friendship that had been limited to the meetings until the week prior. They’d struck up a conversation that lasted over an hour and decided to continue it at a local Italian restaurant. Nothing fancy, just reliably good food in a setting that allowed them to talk undisturbed.

“He is a retired police officer from New York City, a detective, I think,” she continued her narrative, unsure if John understood the significance of this momentous event. “He moved out here a couple of years ago after the death of his wife.”

John remained quiet. She explained that she had prepared his dinner, which was in the usual place in the refrigerator. Instructions to reheat the meal in the microwave, again as usual, were written out on an index card for him to follow at 6 o’clock.

She was relieved to see no negative reaction. It would have been nice to have a sign of affirmation from him, but that was never going to happen. She found it interesting that she’d told John about the date before she told her son, Stephen. She knew she could tell Stephen anything, and he would be supportive, but she chose not to make a big deal about the possibility of a blossoming relationship at this point. Besides, it was just two adults with some mutual interests going out to have dinner. Nothing special.
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John and Jean-Louis Bonet communicated via email to set up a call two days later for 8:00 a.m., John’s time. Suzanne arrived at his house at 7:45. Although he was capable, she volunteered to dial the Swiss mobile number he’d been given. She knew he was nervous about it. John spent most of his time squirreled away in his workroom. He left only to teach his course at the college or to walk Louis to the park and back. When he was stressed or nervous, he’d pace in the living room, which is what she found him doing when she arrived that morning. Pacing circles, muttering. Suzanne had been sure he was practicing what he intended to say.

Jean-Louis Bonet answered on the second ring.

“Good morning, Mr. Bonet, this is John Harrison.” John’s voice came out in his usual monotone.

“Good morning, John, it is good to speak with you once again,” Jean-Louis’s voice boomed through the phone’s speaker. Suzanne thought it sounded too cheerful, as if he was putting on an act. “Have you had an opportunity to think about our proposal?”

“Yes, Mr. Bonet. As I said during my presentation, I plan to release my work to the public and make it open-sourced. I want anyone who wants to use it to do so freely. When I met with your team, I was looking for one or more partners in Switzerland to assist me in producing a completed watch. Once we have a proof-of-concept prototype, other companies will want it in their watches as well.”

“But John, if we were to work together exclusively, I am sure the financial benefits would be very robust for many years to come for you and our company. You will get all the recognition you rightfully deserve. If you give your work away for free, you will not see monetary gain for all the time and effort you put into its development. I am willing to guarantee that someone else will take the credit for what you achieved, and you will be relegated to the deep, dark recesses of horological history. I know you are not interested in the ego factor. Still, you must understand that the cost of development, production, and bringing the product to market will require a significant capital investment. How many watch brands would be willing to make that kind of investment in unproven technology? I’m telling you, Zeller is in an excellent position to commit to you immediately to expedite its release, once we confirm it works.”

“It works.”
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On the other side of the pond, Charice watched her brother struggle to come up with a convincing response to Harrison during a long moment of uncomfortable silence. Jean-Louis’s eyes darted from her to Rousseau, who scribbled notes on a pad neither of them could read, and back to his sister. She fingered her emerald-and-diamond necklace as she only partially listened. Her attention was split between Jean-Louis’s struggle to make his case to the American and the tennis bracelet she had on hold at her favorite jewelry store in Geneva.

Though the line was silent on the other end, Harrison hadn’t ended the call. Jean-Louis resumed his pleading. “I know you’ve spent a lot of time in development, and I’m sure you have other ideas. I guarantee that our team can assist you with whatever you need, even the tiniest of details, related to producing such an innovative creation, and, for that matter, any other innovations you may come up with in the future. We can supply everything it takes: CAD designs, computer programming, production facilities, and, importantly, marketing. Our partnership will free you to do what you truly enjoy: work on innovative ideas. Believe me, you will be involved in every step of our development and manufacturing process. You will enjoy working with our watchmakers, who are the best in the industry. I am sure you know that.”

Still silence on the other end.

“I am positive we can come up with a very generous compensation package for you, too. That will give you financial security and, again, allow you to continue your development work without concern. I have spoken to our Board and to several of our major investors. They are all very excited at the prospect of us working together.”

The hyperbole coming from Jean-Louis’s mouth was inventive to say the least. Charice’s eyes popped as it caught her attention. A wry smile formed on her lips, and she appreciated Rousseau’s ability to control his reaction to the fiction; not a snicker nor disparaging guffaw escaped him.

“I do not want to sign an exclusivity agreement with anyone,” Harrison replied after another short pause. Charice could see her brother’s hands start to tremble, a sure sign that he was nearing desperation. “I want this to be available to anyone who wants it. I already have the detailed manufacturing plans and have done cost estimates for its production. I will work with any company to develop modifications that can be incorporated into their watch movements. After the initial release, other companies will want the information. They will not want to be left behind.”

Charice was surprised by what Harrison seemed to have achieved, not just the creation of his innovation, as surmised by Rousseau, but to have gone so far as to construct a business and production plan. Still, this invention was the key to their company’s survival. Neither she nor her brother had any other opportunity to explore that had such upside potential.

Behind closed doors, Jean-Louis had promised her that they would be able to develop, put into production, and market Harrison’s invention within eight months, if not sooner. With proper marketing, it would set the watch world on its ears. They would own the patent for the movement, which would surely secure their place in the history of watchmaking. With exclusivity, millions of Swiss Francs were destined to flow into their coffers, and their current problems would melt away. As for the patent Harrison claimed to have filed, their lawyers would simply have him sign over the rights to Zeller when the deal was finalized. If he refused, a slight modification that Rousseau was certain he could engineer would allow them to file for a new patent.

This project would avert the financial crisis looming ahead. The debts were crushing. Without Harrison’s creation, she was unsure they would be able to bring the company back from the precipice of ruin, much less develop any profitability. More importantly, their plan would assure their ongoing extravagant existence.

Charice knew that Harrison was the white knight they desperately needed. Rousseau finally lifted his eyes and met hers when she looked at him. “Shit.” Charice didn’t know who said it, but the sentiment was shared by the three of them.
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C

arlton Sommers gazed down Park Avenue through the rain-streaked floor-to-ceiling windows of his seventh-story office. He never tired of looking at the MetLife building to the south or the landscaped islands to the north. Even though his company had tentacles spanning the globe, and despite multiple invitations, he would never move his corporate headquarters from its current abode. He was a born-and-bred New Yorker. No tax haven or rent-free space could replace the view he loved and the vibrancy that is New York City.

According to the Patek Philippe watch on his wrist, he had ten minutes before his next meeting three floors below, yet still no phone call with an update. His company, the CharS Investment Group, named after his mother, already had a diverse portfolio, but he, as president and CEO, wanted to expand its breadth. In particular, he wanted to expand into the watch industry. Ever since his grandfather gave him a TAG Heuer for his eighth-grade graduation, he’d been fascinated by watches, obsessed even, which made gift-giving easy for his family. He’d received an Omega Speedmaster Moonwatch Professional upon his high school graduation, then an Audemars Piguet Royal Oak Chronograph when he finished college—a selection, made after much deliberation by Sommers himself. It was only after he completed graduate school, when he started earning an income, that he made his first watch purchase, a Breguet Marine chronometer. Subsequently, as his investment portfolio expanded, so did his watch collection.

Now he was in a position to take his avocation to the next level: a division of his corporation. At first, his preference was to acquire a controlling interest in one of the blue-chip brands. However, after a discreet investigation revealed that none of the major brands were interested in selling a share large enough to suit him, he decided that a mid-level brand might serve his needs better anyway. He’d have a freer hand to bring it to premier status. Of course, that meant the price had to be right. The less he had to pay upfront, the more funds he’d have to allocate toward the development of his brand. Unlike his other divisions, his watch company would be his personal project. Certainly, he knew no one more qualified to lead a watch brand to the heights of the horological world than himself.

Several months ago, associates in Switzerland had recommended he look into the Frédérique Zeller Watch Company. Rumor had it that the company’s financial foothold was on shaky ground. It didn’t take him long to find an insider over there willing to keep him informed of any developments. Even better, for the right price, that person was close enough to the inept siblings in charge to influence them to go in a direction that furthered Sommers’ plans.

Generally not a patient man, Sommers was willing to wait while the siblings rapidly drained the company of money and resources. The further into the red Zeller went, the less capital Sommers would need to acquire his controlling share. That number had already decreased substantially from when he first considered the purchase, and he was getting antsy. But now someone named John Harrison had recently put a kink in his plans. He may have to speed things up.

With five minutes left before his meeting, Sommers turned back to his desk to get ready to leave. The anticipated update must not be happening.

But then his cell rang. The sight of the Swiss number on the screen brought a twinge of excitement.

“What have you learned?” Sommers asked his source.

“Well, nothing, really. Not yet.”

“Then why have you called?” Nothing irritated Sommers more than someone wasting his time.

“I’ve spoken to everyone I know at the other companies that Harrison approached. None of them has more information than I do,” the source replied. “I have to be very circumspect when I talk about him. I don’t want to reveal our level of interest. We don’t need to get into a bidding war with anyone.”

“We wouldn’t be getting into a bidding war. I am the only one making a purchase. You are responsible for keeping me abreast of the situation. Once I’m firmly in control of the company, I will have control of Harrison and his discovery one way or the other.” Sommers’s reputation for letting no one stand in the way of him achieving his aspirations was well earned.

“Maybe. That’s one thing I did confirm.” The source sounded dubious. “He has already said no one company will have exclusive ownership. He is emphatic in that regard.”

“He will change his mind; I am quite sure of that. He just needs a little persuasion. If he resists, I will be sure he does not present an impediment.” Sommers moved to the office door and rested his hand on the doorknob. “I’ll do whatever it takes.”

He hung up, and despite knowing he’d be late to his meeting, he paused to relish this moment. Granted, it wasn’t quite the update he’d been hoping for. He would have rather discovered Harrison was in talks with a Zeller rival so that the siblings would be even more desperate. He could swoop in to “save” the company, then convince Harrison to come on board. Regardless, it wasn’t the first time he had to switch up his strategy.

He gazed across his office at a small Monet painting of water lilies as he considered the possible scenarios in front of him. If Harrison’s invention were truly earth-shattering, it could substantially increase the company’s value. Sommers was convinced that even if the Bonets succeeded in contracting with Harrison, their ruinous behaviors would not save Zeller’s financial future. If they were to come to an agreement with Harrison, it might take some time for the price to settle back to an acceptable range. However, if Harrison could be dissuaded from coming to an agreement with the Bonets or anyone else, then nothing would change, and the purchase price would continue to slide. After the acquisition was completed, engaging with Harrison and retooling Zeller leadership, the value of the watch company would provide a healthy return on investment in short order.

Harrison was the wild card. From what Sommers was led to believe, the man wasn’t to be counted upon to do what seemed most logical. That being the case, it was good to know that Sommers’ assets had arrived on the scene in Costa Mar and were now monitoring the situation. They were professionals trained to take any action he deemed necessary.
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W

hen John’s sister, Jacqueline, hired Suzanne, the job was billed as no more than a babysitting service with a bit of housekeeping. Suzanne had been out of the workforce for quite some time at that point, having spent the previous decade helping to take care of her husband, who had leukemia and required full-time assistance. Prior to that, she had put her degree in psychology to use working in a center that provided services to young adults with autism. Once she started working with John, it didn’t take long for Suzanne to realize that Jacqueline had greatly underestimated her brother’s abilities.

Frankly, Suzanne was often in awe of the young man’s brilliance, but she wasn’t sure if he understood what was at stake by insisting on the open-source nature of his invention.

“John,” she started as she drove him and Louis to the college campus where he taught. “What happens if no one wants your invention because they don’t like the idea of the technology being open-source?”

“Then I will have to release the information myself.”

“Okay.” She drove in silence, trying to reframe her thoughts. “But, then how will...well, who...How will people find out about it?”

John remained quiet until they turned onto the campus. She knew better than to prod him. If he was quiet, that meant he was thinking through his answer.

“I guess I will have to find a way,” he said as he and Louis exited the car.

Because he had a faculty meeting of an unknown duration after class, he was going to take a car service home, which meant Suzanne could meet Matthew for coffee before returning to John’s house for the rest of the day.

Coffee with Matthew! Yes, she enjoyed his company. And he obviously enjoyed hers. She decided she’d tell Stephen about him.

Suzanne returned to John’s house a little after two o’clock that day. She entered through the back door, as she often did when coming in with groceries, and was puzzled to find it unlocked.

That was unusual. They had left the house that morning by going out the front door. John must have had a reason to open it before she arrived. She would have to start checking it more frequently, she thought, as she put away the groceries.

The kitchen was in its usual state of disorderliness. Two empty containers were left in the sink for cleaning. One from the meatloaf, the other the mashed potatoes that she’d prepared for John’s dinner from the night before. She had left them in the refrigerator as an alternative to one of the frozen dinners she always kept stocked in the freezer. Stacked haphazardly next to the containers were two plates, a bowl, silverware, and two glasses. She chuckled to herself. Kitchen cleanliness wasn’t in John’s wheelhouse, but still, with just a little effort, they might avoid some of the ant invasions that periodically occurred.

In the living spaces and his bedroom, John was neat and orderly but certainly far from fastidious. He showed no genuine interest or willingness to do anything but the most superficial cleaning. In contrast, on the rare occasions she was permitted to enter the workroom, it was meticulously organized and spotless. If she didn’t know any better, she’d think Louis never went in there. His small bed sat wrinkle-free with dog toys neatly piled on one side, and the room was completely devoid of any wayward dog hair. Frequently, she heard the whirling whine of the handheld vacuum, and three times per week at a minimum, John would roll in the full-sized vacuum for a half hour of deeper cleaning. He would spend even more time on the room after using one of his strange machines.

Close to three o’clock, as expected, she heard a car door slam shut outside. Assuming John and Louis had come home, she continued cleaning. After several minutes, she grew curious about what could be holding them up and approached the front door. Looking through one of its small windows, she saw John on the other side, staring with a perplexed look on his face, and could hear Louis panting anxiously.

Suzanne opened the door, and without a greeting, John and Louis entered the house, with John pausing to inspect the door latch. He dropped his computer bag on the couch and returned his empty lunch box to the kitchen. Suzanne followed him and was glad to see that the box was empty; at least he had eaten a good lunch. He then, as was his habit, took Louis for his afternoon walk.

Upon their return, Louis emptied his water bowl, then followed John to the workroom door as if ready for a long, overdue nap. John reached into his pocket for the key to unlock it, then froze before he inserted it into the deadbolt.

“John, are you okay?” Suzanne asked.

John continued to study the door.

“John, is something wrong?” She walked toward him.

“Someone has been in the house and broke into my workroom.”
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A woman appeared to be waiting for Officers Kristin Sanchez and Marc Leitner when they arrived at the house where a potential break-in had been reported.

“I’m Suzanne Lang,” she said. “I’m John’s caretaker. He—”

“Who’s John?” Leitner asked.

“He’s the young man who lives here. He has autism, so I wanted to set some ground rules before you go in.”

“Um, ma’am,” Sanchez said in a polite tone. “We are usually the ones responsible for setting those.”

“I realize that, but John is, well, it can be hard for him to adjust to new people and changes in his life. And having two police officers enter his home is quite a change from the normal course of the day.”

“Were you here when the break-in happened?” Sanchez asked her.

“No.” Suzanne explained what had transpired that led her to call the police.

“So, you didn’t see anyone?” Sanchez asked.

“No.”

“And nothing was taken?”

“I don’t believe so.”

“Any damage done?”

“Again, I don’t believe so.”

“What do you believe happened?”

“I—we—believe someone entered the house while neither of us was here and left.”

Sanchez glanced at Leitner. As expected, he looked as if he were trying to hold back his laughter.

“Why do you believe someone entered the house and left?” Sanchez asked the woman.

“Well, first, the back door had been unlocked. Neither John nor I had gone out of it. And second...” Suzanne paused. “Well, John noticed scratches on the locks.”

“Scratches?”

“Yes, I personally didn’t see them, but he is meticulous. I trust his judgment.”

“Okay. May we speak to him?”

“Yes, but please keep your voice calm and don’t push too hard. We don’t want to upset him.”

“Okay.” Sanchez waited for the woman to open the door and let them in.

“Please promise me you’ll tread lightly.”

“I promise.”

With that, they were let inside the small house. The living room looked neat and tidy, and toward one side stood a man in front of a closed door.

“John, the police are here,” Suzanne called. Then, lowered her voice as she spoke to Sanchez. “I told him not to move until you arrived.”

Sanchez blinked at the woman. If he hadn’t moved since she’d called the police, he’d been standing still for about forty-five minutes.

“Hello, John,” Sanchez said in a quiet voice as he turned and sat on the sofa. She briefly looked at Suzanne, who gave a nod of approval. “I need to ask you some questions.”

He didn’t respond. A dog jumped up on the sofa next to him and lay across his lap.

“Can you tell me what happened when you came home today?”

John stared at her mouth as he spoke. “When I came to the front door. I noticed there are scratches on the lock that were not there before.”

“Leitner,” she looked at her partner. “Can you check out the door?”

“On it.”

“OK. And then what happened?”

“Suzanne opened the door. I came inside and put my computer bag on the sofa. Then I went into the kitchen and put my lunch bag in the sink. Then I went to my workroom and noticed there are scratches on that lock.”

“Can you show me?”

John nudged the dog, who jumped to the floor. He stood up and went to what was apparently the workroom. “Look.” He pointed to a deadbolt on the door.

Sanchez examined it. “These are ordinary scratches. They could have happened at any time.”

“They were not here before.” John’s voice was a little louder than earlier.

“Officer,” Suzanne interjected. “As I mentioned, John is very detail oriented. I have complete faith that if he says someone was in the house, then someone was, indeed, in the house. His extreme attention to detail is typical of someone with autism. And he works in micromechanics, so he’s used to noticing things you and I wouldn’t.”

Sanchez wasn’t sure what micromechanics were, but made notes on her pad. “Have you been upstairs?”

John shook his head.

“Can my partner go up?”

John nodded.

“Can we go into this room?”

“Why?” John asked.

“We should check to see if anything has been disturbed.

John stood still for several minutes. Sanchez opened her mouth to repeat the request, but Suzanne tapped her arm. She stuck her forefinger up in the universal sign for “wait a minute.” Eventually, John nodded and began unlocking the door, while Leitner headed upstairs.

His hands trembled ever so slightly as he worked his key into the lock.

Suzanne followed them into the room with a hand pressed against her mouth as if fearing the worst. But the room seemed immaculate to Sanchez. On the left wall was a workbench with a closed laptop, tools carefully arranged and stored, and several pieces of paper, with neat, handwritten notes. Above the workbench were three bookshelves crammed with watch company catalogs and books about watches and watchmaking. They were carefully organized by height, tallest to shortest, from left to right. Opposite the door, against the back wall, was the dog’s bed with some neatly stacked toys. Next to the bed was an air purifier unit emitting a gentle hum. Along the center of that wall, extending to the right toward what looked to have been a closet at one time, were three cabinets, each individually locked. There were no labels on any of the drawers.

“Is that a safe?” Sanchez pointed to a small cabinet resting on the floor that appeared to be much more robust than the others. It had a dial mounted on its front door.

“Yes.” John stared at her feet.

“Can it be moved?”

“It is bolted to the floor.”

Sanchez walked around the room. Approaching the windows, she saw they were covered with an opaque film. After inspecting them, she stood before the right-hand wall. Up close, she could definitely tell it once housed a full-length closet. The sliding doors had been removed, and now the space housed a reinforced table supporting a machine enclosed on all sides by thick, clear plastic panels. She had no idea what its purpose was. There were two other smaller machines adjacent to the table. One she thought was a small lathe, and the other, she couldn’t even make a guess about.

“John, do you see anything missing?” Sanchez asked, making notes in her notebook as she spoke.

John did not respond right away. He slowly walked to his desk, stopped, then, while touching nothing, he methodically inspected the room with his eyes. “Someone was in this room,” he eventually said. “He was looking for something, but nothing was taken.”

“Are you sure? Looks pretty clean to me.”

John looked at Suzanne and then looked back at his workbench, not sparing even a glance at the officer.

Suzanne kept her eyes focused on John when she responded. “Officer, if John says the room was searched, believe me, the room was searched.”

Sanchez raised her eyebrows in what she hoped was a questioning, not a sarcastic, look.

“He is that meticulous,” Suzanne said. “If anything was moved even by a hair’s breadth, he’d know.”

“Okay, John, but how do you know it was a guy? You said ‘he’ when I asked.” It was hard for Sanchez to maintain a polite voice.

He again failed to answer.

Sanchez shrugged. There really wasn’t much anyone could do here. She left the workroom and met Leitner at the bottom of the stairs.

“Doesn’t look like anyone was up there.” He pointed his thumb over his shoulder.

“Doesn’t look like anyone was anywhere,” she replied.

Sanchez gave a business card to Suzanne, asking to be notified if either of them found anything missing or if they came upon something that might shed light on the identity of the intruder.

“Will you find who was here?” John asked.

Sanchez blew out a puff of air before responding.

“Right now, all I can do is file a report. We don’t have anything else to go on.”
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T

he next morning, John sat at the dining table with two quarters of a piece of white bread, its crusts neatly removed, covered with smooth peanut butter, remaining on a plate beside a half-empty glass of milk. In front of him, precisely laid out and organized by company and job title, were the business cards he’d gotten from the meetings he’d had in Switzerland.

Rays of early morning sun shone through the living room window. He had slept very little. After Suzanne had left the night before, he carefully cleaned the workroom again and ensured everything was in its proper position. When he tried to sleep, images of a masked person picking locks, rummaging through his papers and books, and rearranging his carefully arranged tools flashed in front of him whenever he closed his eyes.

His watch told him it was 5:45 in the morning. He had already made several unsuccessful phone calls to Switzerland. Neither of the Bonets was available. As a last effort to contact someone at the Frédérique Zeller Manufacturer, John punched in the number for the head watchmaker, Michel Rousseau.

Rousseau answered on the second ring.

“This is John Harrison,” he said. “Do you know if Mr. or Miss Bonet are available? I cannot reach them, and I want to speak to them.”

“I don’t think I can find them if they are not answering their phone,” Rousseau said. “I know Jean-Louis is at his chalet near Gstaad. Sometimes the reception is a bit spotty there. I believe Charice is in Geneva. She has several meetings scheduled for today and may not be in a position to answer her phone. Can I help you?”

“I want to tell them I will not change my proposal. Do they want to be part of this project? If not, I will call the other companies to discuss their interest. Your company called me first, so you have the first right to develop the innovation with me.” Glancing at the notepad on the table in front of him that contained neatly typed out talking points, he read his next line. “Either way, I plan to announce my project to the public shortly.”

“Hold on! There’s no need to be that hasty, John. When were you thinking about making the announcement?”

John glanced at his notes again. He had anticipated a few questions he might be asked and had written answers. This was one of the first questions he expected to get. “Within the next several weeks.”

“John, I know both Jean-Louis and Charice are very interested and absolutely want to partner with you. We have had a number of meetings regarding your project. Plans are being drawn up to present to you. Please give us three weeks to finalize the company’s proposal and contracts. I am sure everything will meet with your approval. It’s a big deal, and we want to manage it correctly. I know you have been working on this project for a long time, but you don’t want to rush into anything, even at this late date.”

John thought for a few moments as he looked over the business cards in front of him. The break-in had sped up his plans. He had no intention of telling Rousseau or anyone else about the recent events, nor of sharing his concerns with them. The longer he waited to finalize his plans, the longer he would have to worry about someone trying to get to his invention. As a result, the longer he would have to stand guard, limiting his ability to leave the house. “I will wait for two more weeks and no more.”
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“Thank you, John. We’ll be in touch soon,” Rousseau replied to a dead phone connection.
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