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Dedication

For the
dry-witted engineer, Callum







Pinkerton’s
Demand

 


I am writing this down because I must. It is not
for the amusement of any person who might happen to stumble across
my notes. You, reader, are not welcome to read the following yet in
some way I almost need you to. A confession is between a man and
God, of course. Redemption should be found somewhere between the
two. Another party would only turn it into gossip. Perhaps that is
why I am writing, for while Providence may forgive me, and I in
turn might forgive myself, the possibility that another of my flesh
might understand me, might sympathise, is worth the risk of
humiliation and, worse, inflicting further suffering upon my
beloved Sally.

Dearest Sally, if it is you reading this prematurely, please try to
understand that I cannot and will not forgive myself until I come
clean to you directly.

But
enough of this, I must get to the point or these words will remain
hollow. I must explain what led up to the affair lest I be unclear
as to my motivations. No, that is not correct. I am still confused
and must lay it out as it happened.

When I started my employment with the Professor, I was
motivated by desperation. I was in need of income, of education, of
a chance to prove that I am more than a lackey, a mere gofer. I
cannot, and will not, forget the hardships I endured as a child,
the lessons that have been seared into my mind, replaying at
inconvenient times to remind me of just how it used to be. The
years with the Professor have been good since and
Desperation gave way
to Curiosity,
that slick beast that infests the waking hours with questions and
dreams with wonder.

My time at the University and at the Library more than fed
the beast and, as I became more capable in my studies and in my
work, I discovered the bastard child of Desperation and
Curiosity: Ambition. Mister Belfiore first introduced me. His business acumen
and wealth of knowledge showed me a world where anything was
possible if only our minds and bodies were bent in the right
direction. Ambition, I have come to discover, is what sets us apart
from the animals, what drives us to do better, to be better, to
take what is mediocre and make it great and make the great
extraordinary.

Fame, Respect, Wealth, Honour: these all sleep in the same
bed. A man can walk with a straight back and his head held high
once he has achieved fame. He can proudly
share his family name with his wife and children. He can pass on
the knowledge and fortune to his heirs and this is what I
seek.

Yet, as
with many noble pursuits, it is not wholly benevolent. Like those
who seek money for money’s sake, ambition for ambition’s sake is a
fool’s game. Its allure is comforting, like a blanket that slowly
slips over one’s eyes, blinding and muffling what is really
important. We can convince ourselves that what we want is for the
better, that the end will always justify the means. Whether we can
even achieve the end we so focus upon is another matter entirely,
as I have often pondered with the Professor’s own lofty
goals.

It was
because of this insidious monster, Ambition, that I found myself
sitting in a small studio at the University with none other than
Professor Pinkerton. He had caught me up on my way to Professor
MacGregor’s lecture regarding ornithology. I knew I should not have
spoken to him, not without the Professor’s weathered ear, yet I
did. At first I meant only to be courteous and, to be fair, at
first he was courteous as well. Or so it seemed.

Thinking
back on it now, he would have been waiting for a chance to catch me
without my guide and mentor, the Professor. With a mercurial twist,
he had me conversing about our investigations and, sadly, I
divulged much information, eager as I was to impress him. When I
twigged as to his true intentions, he changed tactics and became
offensive, harassing me until I could take no more. That, too, is
evidence of my folly.

He began
with the usual snipe that we were charlatans, fakers that had no
business calling ourselves researchers. He questioned our methods,
our continued funding despite the lack of ‘concrete results’. He
then went on to mock the nature of our evidence, citing phoney
examples of seances and graveyard sessions, ouija boards and voodoo
dolls. Naturally, I hastily corrected him when he took a breath,
but that was, once more, a sign that I was playing into his game.
He ignored my protests and kept up the assault.

His
withering barbs found their home in my pride and, though the
Professor has often cautioned me against it, I reacted to
Pinkerton’s onslaught first with patience, then humour, then
anger.

These
were the insults the Professor had endured during his entire time
at the University. Would he have been the same cranky goat had his
peers not mercilessly ridiculed him? It came upon me just how much
energy he must have wasted fending off the words of Pinkerton and
his ilk, energy that could have been better spent researching
rather than increasing the thickness of his skin.


Ambition, that sly devil, convinced me that I could repair a
wrong. With conviction, I announced that we had, indeed, a very
strong case for unexplained physical manifestations and that I
would be happy to demonstrate if only he would slow his jaw down
some. Well, after he snarled out a few more insults, he challenged
me to produce the evidence. It just so happened that I had it with
me in my case as I had intended to show it to Professor Gellibrand
later on that afternoon. As it was, I set up the
automagnetophonograph proudly in that little room.

“I’m not convinced that I can hear anything significant at
all,” Professor Pinkerton huffed. “To me, it sounds like feet
dragging on a carpet.”

I took
the earpiece from him and listened.

“That is because I have not set the head properly upon the
coil. It needs to be placed perfectly or there’s the chance of
picking up a double signal,” I replied, hurriedly adjusting
it.

Pinkerton snorted, but kept his eyes focused straight ahead.
I had been toying with a better way to align the head upon the
coil, to make sure it did not slip and jump as the tube rolled and
the imperfections caught on the surface. I rolled
the adjuster left and right until the scratching sound became a
soft hiss. I handed the earpiece back.

“Now it sounds like a snake,” he said.

“Think of that as ambient noise.”

He put
the earpiece down and looked about in mock surprise. “Ambient
noise? I hear no snakes in here. Gad! Were there snakes out at the
house?”

I grew
hot under my collar. “No, Professor Pinkerton, there were no
snakes. This device, the automagnetophonograph, records a hiss even
when there is nothing to hear.”

“So you can hear things that aren’t there?”

“Not quite. It is most likely a problem to do with the
residual magnetic fields, or maybe a problem with the rubbing of
the head upon the tube. I have considered bringing the matter to
Professor Rutherford to get his take on things and see
–”

“I wouldn’t bother. Clearly you have discovered that the other
side doesn’t contain spooks, rather it’s a den of serpents,” he
chuckled. “Even so, I’ll deign to listen for, surely, you have more
for me than this?”

“If you will oblige me, the evidence you will hear occurs at
about twenty minutes in.”

“Twenty minutes? You expect me to sit here and listen to
snakes wriggling on a carpet for twenty minutes? I have a lecture
to get to!” he grumbled.

“Er, no, sir. In fact, if I release this latch here, I can
adjust the head along the thread, like this, and we can get to the
interesting bit sooner,” I said, reaching over him.

Why I was so desperate to appease him, I cannot say. Had I
stopped and thought about it, I was under no obligation to prove
anything to him and, yet, the desire to demonstrate that the work
the Professor and I do is, indeed, valid and important was so
strong, I could not think of anything other than squeezing out a huff of acknowledgement from his puckered
lips. After all, with evidence so irrefutable as that taken
from Livermead, who could possibly
think to deny it?

If my Ambition-riddled brain cared to remember my lessons from Beaumaris, I would
have had the answer to that and saved myself a lot of
anguish.

I ran
the head some way along until I found roughly where I thought the
impression would be.

“You shall hear, good Professor Pinkerton, some talking. That
is the Professor and me readying ourselves,” I said, giving him the
earpiece.

“Readying yourselves? You, what, expected this?”

“Yes. You see, this particular case –”

“You mean haunting.”

“Quite. This haunting has proven to be quite reliable. We are
still fine-tuning our data but, based upon the statistics, we can
see a positive correlation to atmospheric precipitation
–”

“Rain.”

“And also to lower barometric pressure. Storms, funnily, seem
to dissuade the apparition.”

“Apparition?” he sniffed. “Why aren’t there
photographs?”

“Because the main manifestations are with footsteps, wails and
a voice. The apparition, a shadow-man in this case, is only
fleeting, which is why we have been concentrating on statistics
–”

“Shh!” he hissed, waving me away and hugging the earpiece to
his head.

While
throttling him might have given some temporary satisfaction, I
controlled my temper and let him listen. He held up a finger and
closed his eyes. I let him listen. After all, this was going to be
a moment of triumph, a time when I could proudly have one over the
dastardly Pinkerton and finally score a run for the
Professor.

My
thoughts quickly shot to the Professor. Would he approve? Of course
not. I would be admonished, for sure, for even talking to Pinkerton
without his leave, but if only I could get that smug face of his to
admit that we were onto something, ah! That would warm the
Professor’s heart.

“I can hear… I can hear you. That is your voice. Hmm. What is
that banging noise?” he asked.

“That is me. I knocked into the chair, you see, the one where
we had placed the automagnetophon –”

“Shh!”

Again, a flare of blood ran up my cheeks. After all, if he
did not want the answer, why did he ask the
question?

He grunted, “That is him.”

I did
not bother with a response. In my head, I was playing the recording
over. I had listened to it over and over. Voices. The chair. Now he
would have heard the scraping along the floor. Now the footsteps.
Now the wail. His eyes opened wider, then dropped back to their
usual, disinterested pose, the one he makes when another Professor
attempts to enlighten him.

The
moment was coming. I counted down in my head. The voice,
unmistakable, would present itself shortly. I held my breath. He
closed his eyes and held the earpiece hard, so hard I thought he
might break it, but then, suddenly, his eyes shot open once more.
His mouth dropped and he tilted his head to one side.

“Did you hear it?” I asked. “Did you? The footsteps, then the
cry and then – then a voice?”

“Some background noises, perhaps.”

“Surely you heard the voice!”

“I heard a voice, yes,” he said, casually putting the earpiece
down on the table.

I said,
“That was him. That was Saunders! Amazing, is it not? We got
him!”

“It is not, no,” he replied. His mouth no longer gaped. His
eyes were no longer round. Somehow he had shaken off all sense of
wonder.

“Er… no?”

“No.”

“But, Professor Pinkerton, you cannot deny that there was a
voice!”

“I don’t deny it. What, do you think I am deaf? Even so, this,
er, machine you’ve made. It’s an interesting little toy, I shall
give you that much,” he said, poking at it and examining the main
spring. “I won’t pretend I know all about it, but clearly it picks
up sound as vibrations, similar to a gramophone and, what, stores
it physically upon the tube?”

“Yes. In magnetic fields.”

“And I’m sure that it’s a repeatable and, somewhat, reliable
reproduction.”

“Yes.”

“Is this the only recording you have?”

My
stomach swirled. It only dawned on me that I was throwing the tube
about like it was not the only magnetic device to ever hold such an
amazing scientific find – the clear, disembodied voice of a ghost
uttering a word.

“It is. It would be possible to, say, create a device to
duplicate the recording. I guess that would mean playing the
recording back and somehow amplifying the sound so that it could be
recorded yet again onto another tube.”

“I didn’t ask that.” He thumbed the device. “Even so, do you
re-use the same recording device?”

“Well, yes. If we capture nothing, we run the device again
from the start.”

“Of course you do,” he
said, getting up from the seat. “Thank you.”

“Your wel –”

“For wasting my time!”

It was
my mouth’s turn to drop. I gasped, “What? How can you – did you not
hear it?”

“I heard it.”

“You said yourself that it was a voice!”

“It was, clearly.”

“What did it say?”

“One word. Charlotte, if I am not
mistaken.”

“Yes! Yes, Charlotte! Yes, so you heard
it!”

He
snapped, “Of course I heard it! My ears aren’t painted
on!”

“So… I am confused. Tell me, Professor Pinkerton, why do you
say I wasted your time?”

“Because, my un-learned fellow, that voice, though clearly
authentic, is none other than the Professor himself.”

“You… the Professor? What?”

He
patted me on the head like a ninny while I stood there,
slack-jawed. To say I was flabbergasted does not cut it.

“You see, whelpling, you have made a
mistake. A silly, embarrassing mistake! For among other talents, I
am a member of the Runic Society. I understand
phonics and linguistics –
thoroughly. I spent
three years as a speech therapist. I know, intimately, the nature
of speech, its formation and accents and I know just how to
determine the origin of a voice. Even so, this,” he said, tapping
the tube, “is clearly the Professor merely pretending to be a
ghost.”

That did
it. I jumped up and pointed my finger at him. “Professor Pinkerton!
That is a lie and you know it! The Professor was not in the room at
that time! As per our usual protocol for this location, I was on
the landing, taking measurements, while he was in the study.
Ha!”

“So you say.”

“I – I do say! And my journal and the Professor’s journal says
as well! To call us liars is the utmost insult.”

He rubbed his beard, eyeing me
off. “I never said you were a liar, though
I am willing to entertain that possibility. I said you were
mistaken. By your own admission, you re-use the same tube. That
means there could be any amount of contamination.”

I was
stunned. A little voice in the back of my head warned me that what
he was saying made sense, only I did not want to admit
it.

He went on, “Like, say, a notebook where you might draw upon
the surface, then use some rubber to pick up the graphite, only to
draw upon it again, what is to say that there wasn’t already
someone saying that word at that point on that tube,
hmm? Is it possible for a prior recording to have left its imprint
on the tube?”

“No…”

“And if this tube were not perfectly smooth and circular, why,
the head might have jumped over that portion of the tube and not
erased it?”

“Well…”

“So, you see, your methodology is flawed!”

“I take that as an
offence!”


Pinkerton scoffed, “Take it as you like it. It doesn’t affect
me either way. Even so, even
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