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Dedication

For my haunted
colleague, Ah'dhu

 



Unhealthy
Obsession

 


We are frail
creatures, from the moment we are born, to the time of our demise,
and all the way through. As children we quickly learn how to hide
our feelings for how gentle they are, how easily they can be
bruised, so by the time we are adults, we have done well if we have
formed a tough shield around us, blocking the barbs and snares from
penetrating to our soft core.

Even the most
grizzly, most crotchety of old coots will, undoubtedly, under all
the gruff layers, be as meek as a kitten when his true nature is
tested, if his defences are breached for but a second.

I say this,
because this particular case about which I am writing revealed a
side of the Professor I believed did not exist, that it could never
exist, and it showed how wrong I was about him.

Allow me to
start at the beginning.

The Professor
and I had moved the laboratory over to Exeter. There were more
prospects, we found, and our undeserved notoriety had not spread to
that point of the globe, so it was perfect for making a fresh
start.

That, and I had
secured part time employment with the Clock Maker, Mister Belfiore.
It started off as a mutually beneficial business arrangement
whereby together we would hone the design of my
automagnetophonograph, with the aim to secure a patent and
rights to sell the contraption. I, personally, was happy to have
invented something useful, yet I was happier still to be working
closely to practical applications of mechanics and mathematics.
With so much knowledge for me to draw upon, combined with my
studies at the University, I quickly became engrossed in the
utility that comes from coupling fine brass gears, rods and
pinions.

It gave me the
freedom to experiment. For example, I had constructed, with
guidance from Mister Belfiore, a Fractional Kinetic
Amplifier, a device that detects even the slightest
interference of the fluid in which it resides. A fine oil acts as a
retarding medium through which are placed a series of fine paddles,
all constrained within a sealed housing. The paddles are joined to
fine rods. These are joined to gears which, in turn, are attached
to externally observable flags, shielded by glass.

The principle
of observation is that the oil, while the device is at rest, should
have a zero net motion. Sealed and protected from outside
interference, the only way to move the inner paddles is for a body
to disturb the oil within. Any motion detected, therefore, is
considered anomalous.

This we used
successfully at various locations. The motions detected
corroborated with our other pieces of equipment and observations to
a degree sufficient enough to raise the Professor's eyebrows, no
mean feat.

“It's over
sixty percent. That's a good correlation, Laddy, very nice indeed.
Of course, we'll need more samples than the ones we have taken, but
I sense that this might well be a good addition to our standard
arsenal,” he said, patting the device, “Although I think it might
be best...”

“If I add
something to arrest the motion during storage and transit, yes
Professor,” I said, trying unsuccessfully to hide my pride, “I'm
just glad it's not a pile of junk. Shall I construct another? I
only say because the Kinetic Amplifier does not detect ambient
vibrations, so we would ideally need several to increase the
likelihood of intercepting the path of an entity.”

“Let's just
stick with refining this for now. Coupled with the vibrometer, we
are very capable of sensing physical manifestations, both
oscillatory and direct.”

I personally
think he was miffed that my Amplifier device, built in my spare
time from old parts was better than his vibrometer which he paid
top dollar to be constructed. I was not there to gloat, however,
and took it well.

“Yes,
Professor. I think that should be satisfactory on all levels. It is
good to come back to things working.”

“Quite. How was
your holiday, anyway?” he asked.

“Very well,
thank you Professor. I read many books and came up with a few more
inventions. Well, ideas of inventions,” I said.

“Is that all
you did?”

“Well, no. I
went and visited some people.”

“Oh? Who?”

“If you must
know, I saw my folks, and then I went and stayed a day with a good
friend, Harrison Carr. Then I, er, toured the countryside
some.”

“Sounds nice.
Where to?”

“Oh, here and
there,” I said, coyly, “Visited a few towns.”

“Splendid.”

I said, “I
visited Sally.”

He looked up at
me from his tea, “Sally?”

I cleared my
throat, “Yes. Sally.”

“Whatever
for?”

“Whatever for?
Um, well, I enjoy her company. And I like to think that she enjoys
mine.”

“Is that so?”
he snickered, “I can't imagine she's much of a talker.”

“Oh, quite the
opposite. She can talk the leg off a chair! Not that I mind...”

“What?”

“I am not being
rude, Professor. I'm just saying that when she gets onto a topic of
her favour, she's apt to pour forth speech until there's nothing
left in the tank.”

He looked
perplexed, “You spoke with her?”

“Of course, why
should that... oh, Professor,” I said, growing angry, “not you,
too! I understand that we move in different worlds and, yes, I
understand that there is every chance she might not feel the same
about me as I feel about her...”

“What are you
saying, laddie?”

“That just
because of her current state of affairs, she's not any less of a
human than you or I.”

His eyebrows
dropped an inch, “I never said she wasn't human.”

“You - you
disapprove! Don't deny it, I can see it on your face!”

“Disapprove? Of
course I disapprove!”

“You're just
like the rest!”

“What rest?” he
said, looking about.

“Not everything
has to do with status, you know.”

“Status?”

“And the age
gap doesn't bother me or her.”

“Half a
century...”

“Besides, she
understands me a lot better -”

“Stop, laddie,
stop!” he pinched his nose, “Perhaps I've been working you too
hard.”

“No, Professor,
I'm not unwell.”

“If you need
more time off...”

“I just got
back!”

“Er, have some
tea. Tea is good for confusion.”

“I am
not confused! If anything, I, well, I guess I am in love!
Yes, there, I said it. Did you hear me? I was hoping to tell
her first, that is the normal way of things I have heard,
but I guess you will have to do!”

His beard
dragged at his chin. He leaned in at me and examined me closely. I
crossed my arms and held his gaze.

“I think I
understand,” he looked me dead in the eye, saying hesitantly, “This
job can present, er, one with the illusion that, um, that one knows
them more intimately than one really does. Ha! Why, I knew an
historian who spoke about ol' King Henry as if he were in the next
room. He would refer to him as if he were still - no, no that's not
it. Maybe I don't understand!”

“What's to
understand? We enjoy each other's company, we have a lot in common,
and we like each other very much and that's all that matters!”

He crossed his
arms, “Be that as it may... You can't just... It isn't right.
Honestly, this whole affair grieves me greatly.”

“Well and good
-”

My reply was
arrested mid breath. My eyebrows elevated to match his.

“It
grieves you? Well I'm so bloody sorry!”

“I should hope
so. Firstly, you haven't permission to go to the Beaumaris house,
not without me at least, unless you've gone and spoken with the
Baron behind my back.”

“The
Baron?”

“Secondly
you've interfered with an entity that was shaping up to be residual
in nature...”

“Beaumaris?
Professor, I didn't go anywhere near... oh!”

You can still
see the lump where clarity struck.

“Professor, I'm
talking about Sally O'Keefe. You know her. We met
when we visited Mister Blaxland's manor at Hampton Court.”

His eyebrows
danced a jig, “What? Who – then why did – oh. Oh! Why didn't
you say so, laddie? There I - ha-ha! - was having these wild
notions that you had, um, fallen in love, er, with a ghost.”

He broke down
into a fit of laughter which then turned into a nasty, chesty
cough. While he recovered, I went back over our conversation. The
pieces fell into place.

“Ha! Imagine
that! I am a duffer, aren't I? Well, Sally O'Keefe, you say? I
remember her, yes. Quite a bright little button, isn't she?
Certainly better than a crotchety old bag of bones, eh? Um, I did
not mean it quite like that but, er, oh dear. Perhaps
congratulations are in order, laddie, I wish you all the best. Yes,
congratulations!”

“Well, we're
not yet engaged, Professor, but thank you all the same,” I said,
still emerging from the cloud of angry bewilderment, “I must say, I
got a little hot under the collar.”

“Hmm, yes, I
can imagine.”

“You see, I
thought you disapproved because she's a scullery maid.”

He looked hurt,
“I would never! You know me better than that.”

“I do. Or, at
least, I thought I did, until, well, you know.”

“Ha! Hum, yes,
ahem. Let's put that behind us. I'm very glad that er, yes. You
know what? Let us forget about that,” he said, looking about for
something else to talk about.

I decided to
help him out, “So now that I'm back, we can continue on with Cooper
Alley. It is still active, I trust?”

“What? Oh, yes,
quite active. And regular, too. I don't want to get my hopes up but
it really has turned out to be a reliable site. Too reliable, one
might almost say.”

“Too reliable?
Is there such a thing?”

“Of course. The
knocks and bangs occur as if set to a clock, and the whirl that
passes through happens with such a consistent regularity, I am
inclined to think we are being hoaxed.”

“Surely not!
And to what end?”

“I don't know,
but we must take pains to rule it out! I have isolated particular
incidents to parts of the house. I'll need you keep a sharp eye for
anything that might be a cause. I cannot declare this site as prime
until we have removed all possibilities of human interference.”

“But who would
have an interest?”

He shrugged, “I
don't know. I'm not a detective, I'm a scientist.”

And with that
he crumbled to his desk in another fit of coughing. I ran to get a
glass of water and a fan, and blew on him while he recovered.

“Thank you,
laddie,” he managed.

“What did the
doctor say?”

“Nothing of
use, I'm sure.”

“You didn't go,
did you, Professor? This cough is getting worse, not better! You
need medicine!”

He snorted,
“What's a concoction of dried pig liver and fly's eyes going to do,
eh? I'm better off letting my body fight off the infection.”

“It has been
weeks.”

“Then it will
be a few weeks more.”

He gets like
that, the stubborn old goat. Chin out, horns up, and there is no
moving him once he has made up his mind. There was nothing more to
be said, so I dropped the topic. An awkward silence fell upon us,
broken only by him clearing his throat and grunting over the
paper.

I went to the
kitchen to make tea. When I got back, I found him slumped over his
desk. Immediately fearing the worst, I fairly dropped the tea tray
on the bench and rushed to his side.


“Professor!”

“Eh, what?
What's gotten into you?” he said, lifting his head up.

“Sorry, I – I
came out and, the tea, but you were on the desk here.”

“Yes, I was.
Well spotted. What's that got to do with screaming in my ear?”

I swallowed, “I
thought you had taken a turn, Professor! I came in and saw you
there, and after your recent ill health and that cough...”

“I'm fine! I am
more than fine! In fact, I've never been better. It is just a
little cold. Why, if only I could find my cap. That's my problem,
you see. My head, you see, wouldn't get so dreadfully cold – ” he
started, but broke again into a fit.

Again I stood
by with the water and fanned him, at a loss. I was here, with him,
and he was like this. Imagine what he was like by himself! He
needed proper bed rest, not merely resting his head on the desk. I
said so, but he shook me off.

“What do you
expect me to do? Give up when I'm on the verge of confirming a
repeatable, reliable haunting?”

I breathed
through my teeth, choosing my words, “I fear, good Professor, that
by fixating your efforts on Cooper, you neglect yourself.”

“Don't! Don't
even suggest it!” he seethed, being careful not to use his lungs
too much, “This may be my last chance.”

“In more ways
than one.”

“Don't be
dramatic.”

“You can't very
well conduct research when you're not part of the living.”

“That remains
to be seen,” he smirked, “Oh don't look at me like that. I was
joking, laddie.”

“I didn't take
it as a joke. Professor, I am grievously concerned.”

“Only a few
more investigations and I can show a strong correlation between our
readings for the activity.”

“And then?”

“And then I
shall prepare a paper, oh yes, and detail our findings. This will
be presented...”

“And
then?” I pushed.

He sighed, “And
then I shall recuperate.”


“Professor?”

“I
promise!”

He promised. At
least I had that. I had never known the Professor to break his
promise, so I had to be content.

“I shall hold
you to that,” I said, picking up my satchel.

“Now where are
you off too?”

“Mister
Belfiore's, Professor. Business is picking up,” I said, “There is
much to be done.”

“Very well,” he
growled, “But you'll be here tonight for the investigation, I
trust? You're still employed by me, you know.”

“Of course,
Professor.”


Hidden
Tales

 


I spent the
rest of the day working with Mister Belfiore. His shop is a little
way across town from the laboratory, but it is not a bad walk and I
appreciated the exercise. Sitting alone in stuffy, mouldy houses
and poring for hours over notes is no way to treat one's flesh.

“You're here.
Good,” he said as I put my things down, “This is your task. The
mark says Frodsham so be careful with it. It is dirty.”

I carefully
opened the back. He was right, the gears were gummed up with a
thick residue, the result of years of mixing oil with dust.

“It is clogged
right up,” I said.

“Like I said,
dirty.”

“This will take
some doing.”

He pushed his
glasses up his nose (and they promptly fell down again), leaned on
the counter, letting his arms support his chest, and looked me up
and down.

“What do you
intend?”

“To clean it,”
I said.

“How?”

“Spirits, I
should think. Strong. And a brush.”

“You cannot
clean them as they are,” he said, waving his hand at the gears,
“You cannot reach behind the spring.”

“Then it will
need to be disassembled.”

“Ah!” he
sighed, “Are you up to the task?”

I nodded
firmly, “Of course.”

It was a test.
I knew it. Mister Belfiore had shown me on many occasions how
properly to take apart the mechanisms, piece by piece, with the
proper tools and handling. I actually had a feeling that he had
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