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Deus Ex Machina

 


Sally, that silly,
sweet girl who I hope to, one day, proudly call my wife, asked me a
striking question yesterday. She asked just how I know that the
manifestations – and by manifestations, I mean all the hauntings
and spooks the Professor and I come across – just how we know that
they are human in nature and not, say, some trickery of the
environment, of our senses or mental state or perhaps even some
altogether other-worldly phenomena.

That gave me pause for
thought for, though I know in my heart what I have seen, heard,
felt and documented (meticulously, might I add), I found it
difficult to put into words that which I know to be true. For, from
Sally’s perspective, from the viewpoint of one who has not
experienced such things, how could she possibly grasp what we have
experienced without being alongside us as we performed our
investigations? Unless she were to be right there, watching as we
watched, listening as we listened, unless she spent the monotonous
sessions sitting in darkened rooms in the dead of night, how could
she, or anyone else for that matter, understand?

I might record every
knock on the wall with precision, but my scrawling cannot convey
all that happens, all the subtle clues that fill my senses. The
automagnetophonograph is a step toward what I hope might be a way
to capture all ambient sound, but it is not so sensitive to pick up
on subtle vibrations and deeper tones. Were it that we had some
kind of device to record all that we see, that may help some, but
who could make such a device? Sound is one thing, but how would one
capture those subtle vibrations of the ether? Perhaps some kind of
photographic plate that grows excited as light plays upon it and
might then produce electromagnetic vibrations to be recorded and
reproduced at a whim. Now I am being fanciful.

And what of the rest
of our senses? What of touch and smell and taste and balance and
temperature and pain? And what of perhaps other possible senses we
know nothing about, those that exist underneath our consciousness
and elude our understanding, since our human element does not
incorporate them?

Needless to say, Sally
was unsatisfied with my answer. I cannot say I blame her. I, too,
am unsatisfied, for my answer, though long winded, fairly came down
to four words: I do not know.

So I tried again,
relating to her my experiences. The hoaxes and the shams. The
poltergeists. The residual haunts. The demonic activity at
Jolimont.

“So how did you know
it wasn’t human, then?” she had asked. “And how did you know them
hoaxes were just hoaxes?”

Her simple attitude
was inspiring. We generally debunk hoaxes by watching closely the
charlatans performing the trickery. The Professor is well versed in
their games and can spot the strings and magnets. Hoaxes are quite
often too apparent, too reproducible. Not only that, the human
element is missing. It appears counter intuitive, no? That a person
may pretend to be a ghost and, in doing so, tries too hard to be
what the witness expects them to be, and so loses the subtlety of a
real haunting.

Likewise with Jolimont
Street, the entity was never human. It growled and snarled, it
taunted and hurt me. One might argue that a human could do so, too,
but that experience – it makes me shudder to think of it – was not
of this world. It infested my dreams and dragged me to dark, evil
places.

Genuine hauntings, I
explained, carry a personal element. Ghosts are spirits of people,
and those people had lives and opinions and attitudes and
personalities. That’s the word I was looking for –
personalities. A ghost has been himself his whole life. What
can we expect but for him to continue to be himself after
passing?

“Machines can have
personalities, too,” Sally then pointed out.

Which is true. I have
spoken with engineers of locomotives, and they speak of their
engines as if they were people. The same can be said for the tall
ships. “She’s feeling grumpy today. Listing to starboard and won’t
stop complaining about it,” they’ll say. “Come on, old girl, wake
up and get your steam on!”

That, it can be
argued, is more the human projecting their own personalities onto
an object. The machine itself is subject to the forces around it,
and the niggles that manifest are the result of imperfections,
differences in manufacture or maintenance. That machines have, by
design, a repetitive nature about them, only adds to the idea that
they have a ritual. Habits, even. But what can one expect? A
locomotive travels upon fixed rails at a schedule. Likewise, ships
cross the same waters with regularity.

I digress. When it
comes down to it, Sally must be content with the idea that the
ghosts we investigate do, indeed, have a human side to them, and
that the subtle signs manifest themselves along with the cold
spots, wall-rapping and footsteps.

As in life, so in
death. A greedy merchant will remain a greedy merchant. A doting
mother will remain a doting mother. A stubborn, old goat will
remain a stubborn, old goat.

“Might I suggest that
we take Milena with us, Professor?” I said to the Professor,
regarding our latest investigation.

“You most certainly
may suggest it,” he replied, “and I most certainly may ignore your
suggestion.”

“But why?”

“Because it is my
decision.”

“I only ask because
-”

“Because you do not
wish for another case like Devon Cove, yes?”

“Er, well, yes,
Professor. Absolutely.”

“You feel we may waste
precious time embarking upon a fruitless endeavour, chasing a ghost
only to have the case ripped away from our grasp?”

“Not in so many
words.”

He sighed, “I shall be
the judge of what is or is not suitable, Laddie, not Milena. This
is my research if you’ll care to remember. I am the one who must
front the University, or has your memory weakened?”

“I remember right
enough, Professor, which is exactly why I suggested it.”

I plonked his tea down
in front of him and fetched the biscuits. He had his stubborn beard
on that day, the one that pointed straight out, parrying reason and
thwarting any compromise. Tea and biscuits placated the beast
somewhat, to the point where conversation was attainable, only I
had to be careful not to push too hard. I decided to work around to
it.

I said, “Still, I am
not sure why this case is so urgent.”

“Who said it was
urgent?”

“We have not even
assessed the site. I do not even know exactly what we are looking
for and yet,” I said, holding up the vibrometer, “you have me
packing equipment and notepads.”

“Be careful with that!
It’s expensive, you know!”

“I know, Professor.
You tell me every time. All I am saying is that this must be a very
promising case.”

He cleared his throat.
“Promising, er, yes. About that. You see, this case is a bit, shall
we say, singular in that I may not actually be able to use it for
my research.”

That threw me. “Come
again?”

“You heard me. We
won’t be dealing with a house ghost. We may not be dealing with a
ghost at all, come to think of it.”

“Do you mean it is a
hoax?”

“Possibly. That’s what
we need to find out.”

If I was confused
before, I was flummoxed now. “Then why the Dickens are we taking
this on? You said so yourself that we need to be discerning! If it
does not further the case of Paranormology, what good can it
do?”

He sighed, shuffled in
his chair, tugged his beard and munched on a biscuit.

I prompted,
“Professor?” He shuffled again.

“It’s Blaxland. He,
er, he recommended my services.”

“He did what?”

“We left quite an
impression on him, you know. He is one of our best advocates, and
donors, and he is very influential both on the Board and off. I
cannot risk getting him offside.”

“I see.”

“You don’t. Because
that’s not the end of it,” he said, getting agitated. “The client
is Mister Pembroke. He isn’t on the Board but he moves in very
powerful circles.”

“Professor! It is not
like you to play politics!”

“Humph! My hand is
forced. Either I accept and further secure my standing, not to
mention the future of Paranormology, with the Board, or I refuse
and risk losing it! You can see the pickle I am in.”

Now, I considered, was
the time to strike. I said, “That sounds like we cannot take any
chances.”

“Can we ever?”

“Milena, you see
–”

“Laddie!”

I continued anyway, “Melina has promised that she will aid us.”

“Bully for her!”

“She can help
determine what may be true and what may be a hoax.”

“Out of the question,”
he said. “This is more delicate a situation than you seem to
understand.”

“I understand enough
to know that we should use everything at our disposal.”

“I appreciate your
concern, Laddie, and value your input, but this matter cannot
involve her.”

I pushed, “How about
on the initial inspection of the house?”

“I told you, it isn’t
a house-ghost. It’s a factory.”

“A factory!”

“Precisely. Not the
place for her at all.”

“What is the
difference between a house and a factory? It is still four walls
and a roof.”

“Just what makes you
think she can help, eh?”

Carefully, I said,
“Professor, an extra pair of eyes and ears may spot something ours
cannot.”

“Or she may lead us up
the garden path! She is fallible, you know. Humans generally are.
You know what isn’t fallible? Scientific method, that’s what. And
that’s something she does not employ. Does she?”

“Well, no, that is
true but –”

“And the Board cannot
have any knowledge of her involvement in my studies. None
whatsoever or my reputation will be ruined!”

“I understand that
-”

“So, to bring her
along at the outset would only risk the investigation from the
start.”

“Oh, so you would
consider her services later on?”

“A boilermaker factory
is no place for her,” he said, waving the biscuit tin away. “Moving
parts and hot steam and crushing pressures and, well, and all of
that. It’s noisy and smelly and hardly the place for the fairer
sex.”

“I am sure she would
not mind.”

“I don’t care if she
minds or not, Laddie, it’s about her safety. You can’t go wearing a
dress in amongst machinery. It would get caught up, and so would
she. That’s why you wear overalls and boots, and you don’t wear
dresses or ties or ribbons, because anything loose is apt to get
sucked up, chewed up, pinched, rolled, and crushed.”

I looked down at my
own garments. I thought for a second he was only making an excuse,
then I pictured myself standing next to a giant machine, cogs and
pinions, governors and rollers, and saw my jacket snagged and
pulled up by an unyielding force, taking me with it. I
shuddered.

He continued, “Why, if
you knew just how many people have lost a limb to the jaws of a
machine...”

“I think I should get
changed,” I said, removing my tie.

“Well you might.
Mister Pembroke doesn’t care too much for that stuff. He is a
wealthy man, but he is also practical. You won’t impress him with
clothes, only outcomes.”

“Outcomes? What
particular outcome is Mister Pembroke looking for?”

The Professor rolled
his eyes. He said, “A profitable one.”

“You have lost me,” I
said, honestly.

“His workers are
afraid. They refuse to stay on into the evening. They have suffered
many injuries and injured workers aren’t as, er, efficient as those
with all their limbs attached, if you catch my meaning,” he
replied. “I didn’t want to take this case, you know. Too much is
riding on it, not least our reputation. Still, Mister Blaxland
passed on my name, so I’m obliged to at least show face. Not to
mention I could use the extra funds. Ultimately, though, we need
to, er, convince the workers that there is nothing to fear. Dispel
the rumours, as it were.”

“Dispel them?
Professor, that would imply…”

“The haunting is
presupposed to be imagined, the result of scuttlebutt, yes. Or
maybe something as simple as a faulty machine. You’re good with
mechanics. I’m sure you will spot anything broken. With luck, we
can have this whole mess wrapped up by tomorrow. Who knows, maybe
it’s an elaborate hoax.”

“And if it is
not?”

The Professor
shrugged. “Most hauntings aren’t real. You know that, as do I.”

“So, you are counting
on statistics?”

“I will approach this
as I would any other investigation. I will record and analyse and
rule out impossibilities and the like.”

I snorted, “Professor,
you have not answered my question. What if it is not a hoax? What
if it is real?”

His beard thrust
forward once more. “Mathematics is on my side.”

 


***

 


I had always pictured
factories to be clean, smoothly operating places. Perhaps something
akin to a giant clock, with polished brass gears and smooth wheels,
where everything was perfectly timed and goods rolled out at the
end of a process shining brilliantly.

The Nadderwater Rise
Boilermakers dispelled that myth.

How anyone could work
in such an unsanitary environment for any length of time is beyond
my comprehension. Before I met the Professor, I had done my share
of dirty jobs, believe you me. Even now I am subject to damp
houses, confined spaces, dust, mould, and mildew, but would very
happily sit in a dirty, smelly, haunted cellar in the wee hours for
a week on end than spend a day in such a factory.

The factory floor was
hot, smelly, and greasy. Coal was fed into furnaces toward the
back, and though this spewed its smoke up a great stack, out into
the atmosphere fifty odd feet above, the oily stench permeated the
air down on the ground. Windows were thick with grime, polished in
some parts by the constant brushing of worker’s sleeves as they
squeezed past each other on the gantry to get to wherever it was
they needed to go.

When I first worked
for Mister Belfiore, the clockmaker in Exeter, I was overwhelmed by
the constant rhythmic pulsing, the chorus of tick-tocks and booms
of bells. After a few days I grew used to the noise. Now I even
find it somewhat comforting. The factory was another level on
that.

The hisses and
crunches and thumps and grinds continued all through the day,
supported by grunts, yells and hollers of the workers, fighting to
be heard above the din. As we walked past each of the machines,
they would call out with their signature rhythm, singing loudly and
proudly, huffing out a tune that held its own peculiar beat. The rollers
heaved. The steam hissed. The belts rumbled.

There was a gigantic
press that would give off a squeal, then a thump, then a
floor-shaking crunch. The shock could be felt outside on the
street, it was so powerful.

Over the top of it all
was a pervasive, warbling shriek, an ear-piercing howl that
seemingly never abated.

The foreman showed us
around. Mister Flockhart was a large man, as tall as he was wide.
His arms reminded me of Mister Belfiore’s hams hanging in the
cellar. His frame fairly filled the catwalk. The only way to get
past him, unless you were small enough like the younglings who
skittered about through narrow cracks and crevices, was to wait for
him to duck into one of the offices, which is probably why he spent
most of his time in there. He obviously had a good set of lungs to
fill his chest, for when he called out, his voice overpowered all
else.

“It gets so you don’t
hear it after a while,” Flockhart shouted, noting my discomfort.
“Why, old Hans and Tristan have right conversations the day long,
no problem.”

The Professor asked,
“How many floors are there, Mister Flockhart?”

“Three main floors.
This is the forming area. That’s the pounder, the cutter, the
grinding station
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