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 The Mother of Invention

A carpenter
requires chisels and hammers, rules and scribes, tools of the trade
that he must use for the sole purpose of plying his craft. Take
away his hammer or his chisel and his work suffers. Some tools he
can manufacture himself, given other tools and devices, but others
need to be wrought in a foundry and crafted with the aid of several
men. Some are generic, others still are created as a direct result
of the carpenter's specific needs.

You will find,
I am sure, within his toolbox a variety of strange and modified
constructions, designed by the mind and hand of necessity, with
purposes evident only to the creator.

Similarly, the
tools of my employment are varied and necessary; some are
constructed by parties external, others must be hand crafted from
appurtenance salvaged from other devices.

For example,
the Professor had already created his own mixture of salts to put
upon his photographic plates to allow invisible infra-red light to
make its impression. He had designed, too, a vibrometer to measure
ambient oscillations. His skills were not adequately honed to the
fine tolerances required for such sensitive equipment, so he had
the vibrometer constructed, from his designs, by a specialist.

This, as one
might imagine, was at a significant monetary cost. He had related
this fact to me before each investigation when vibrometers were to
be used. I am sure he was simply insuring his hard won device
against my inherent clumsiness, which is fair, but as I was
reminded of this on every investigation, without fail, I found it a
personal affront.

He had no need
to relate to me the direness of our financial situation.

Having been
given the responsibility to maintain the books on a day to day
basis, I understood perfectly that money was not something that
could be thrown about at will.

Money was
tight, certainly, but we were not without means. The University was
still making regular contributions, thanks to the indecision in
relation to the merit of the Professor's research, and I had taken
on an evening role in the local library, sorting and cataloguing
books.

Sorting books
was a natural progression for me. My clumsy nature precludes
employment with anything breakable, dangerous or expensive.

A short-lived
stint carrying a hod resulted in half of my pay going toward the
bricks I broke, not to mention the cuts and bruises I suffered! At
the end of the day, my hands and legs were a patchwork of sticking
plaster, blood and contusions.

Dropping a book
from a height attracts none of those penalties, although I did get
the odd glare from the head librarian, Mister Blake. It was an
honest job and it also gave me time, while cataloguing, to quickly
peruse the content of the books that came through.

The pay was
hardly a king's ransom, barely adequate to reflect the work
involved, yet it was enough to get by, enough to allow the
Professor to pay me slightly less so that we would have more in the
coffers for the necessities. We needed to buy the materials to
develop our photographs, purchase the paper upon which our notes
were to be taken, pay the fares to carry us to our destinations
and, not least, keep Miss Fitzgerald employed.

At the end of
the week there was little left to be used on what we might consider
luxuries such as outsourcing equipment creation. The Professor was
forced, then, to design and create those strange contraptions that
we required.

“Confound
it! Hold it steady, lad!” he said through gritted teeth, “If you
bring it too close to the other side, you risk drawing the magnets
together.”

I remember
quite well the tension in the wire cutting through my fingers as he
worked feverishly to secure the other end through a cumbersome
frame. The magnetoscope, for want of a better name, was (and still
is, mind) a work in progress.

The first
iteration was an utter failure, poorly crafted with inferior
materials. The magnets we used had been scraped together from some
old lecture materials, and their pull was barely enough to hold
their keepers. The wire was not strong enough to hold up to the
tensions required in a single strand, and the whole mechanism would
twist and turn haphazardly, skewing any kind of reading we might
try to take.

To aid us in
our next attempt, Professor Felix had generously donated some
stronger specimens, more suited to the task, powerful and
responsive. I had scrounged at a nearby construction site for
pieces of iron and brass. With the basic raw materials satisfied,
the Professor had started the agonising process of assembly, using
all of his skills, patience and my fingertips.

Just as I
thought the tourniquet of wire would slice clean through my skin,
the tension released. The Professor had finished securing the wire,
cut it and was happily neatening the fixture. I rubbed my digits to
get the blood flowing again and to smooth out the ridges made by
the wire.

He wiped
some sweat from his brow. “That's three, Laddie! Well done, well done.”

“Three?
How many more must we...?”

“Sixteen
all up. I was hoping for a matrix of five by five, but I shall
settle for four by four. We can keep the other magnets as
spares.”

I looked from
the chassis to my fingers. “I do not think, Professor, that my
fingers will last the distance.”

“Nonsense! They're still attached, aren't they?
Eh?”

“Well,
yes, they are. For now.”

He held my hand
up for inspection, scrutinising the red, rubbed ridges as he
clicked his tongue.

“That's
rough. I'm sorry, lad, really, but there's no other way. If they're
not tensioned properly, then the magnets will be more inclined to
slip, and the whole array will be useless and we'd have to start
all over again,” he said. “And neither of us wants that. But, I'll
tell you what, why don't you use that brain of yours and come up
with a solution?”

I huffed, “What
kind of solution? You just said that there is no other way.”

“We need
the tension, yes, but perhaps rather than using your skin as the
tensioner, you could find something impervious to pressures
exerted.”

I stared
blankly.

“A
thimble! Go ask Miss Fitzgerald if she has one or two to spare.
Then you can wrap the wire and pull to get the necessary tension
without fear of slicing your fingers up like toast!” he said,
adding, “Speaking of which, is it lunch time yet?”

“Another
hour, Professor,” I said, looking at my watch.

“Good,
good. I guess that means we can secure another magnet or two,
then.”

Miss Fitzgerald
did have a thimble for me, and I found, among a few odds and ends,
some sturdy, although aged, offcuts of brass tubing. They fit
neatly over my fingers and, coupled with the thimble, I turned my
bunglesome hand into a complex tensioning device.

The Professor
was impressed, although he did not show it. “Do you see, lad, that
ingenuity not only applies to the design? A bit tighter, if you
will. This is a good lesson for you to learn. If you wish to be an
investigator, in any field, there'll be times when the equipment or
processes you are working with simply do not fit the
situation.”

“Yes,
Professor,” I said, now handling the wire with ease.

“And
sometimes you will find that even though an old method gets
results, and its supporters sing its praises from the rooftops,
there may well be new ways to do things that get better results, or
arrive at the same result faster, or easier, or at a lesser
expense.”

“That
sounds vague, Professor.”

“It is.
What I'm trying to communicate to you – hold that there while I get
the cutters – um, I'm trying to say that you should never be afraid
of change.”

“Yes,
Professor.”

“There!
That was certainly a lot faster. That's not to say that all change
is good. We have establishments for the sole reason that they have
been proven to work.”

“Yes,
Professor.”

“So when
it comes down to it, I guess what I'm trying to say is, while you
shouldn't be afraid of change, you still need to be cautious. For,
really, if nothing ever changed, we'd never progress now, would
we?”

I looked
up.

“What are
you saying, Professor? Have you had news from the
Board?”

“No.”

“Good.”

His face fell.
“No, it's not. It's not good.”

“I
thought that the contention on the Board over the scientific merit
meant that your funding was safe.”

“It is
temporary.”

“How
temporary?”

“I do not
know. That's the problem. Without serious backing, I'll be forced
to spend more time doing this,
and less time out there, which would mean fewer readings. It's a
downward spiral from there: Fewer readings results in fewer
analyses, which, ultimately, destroys any chance of seeing
meaningful results and erodes my credibility,” he said.

“But no
news, in this case, is good news. The longer they take to
reassess...”

“Quite
the opposite.”

He took
out a piece of paper and a crayon and drew a chart. The vertical
axis he labelled as Intellection and
on the horizontal he wrote Time.

“This is
a chart of intellection of a topic versus time with respect to the
scientific establishment,” he announced, drawing a smooth curve,
“and it looks something like this. With a new found discovery, we
see the arousal of interest of the whole community as the results
are communicated and distributed outward. As time moves on, as
younger, ignorant students take the places of the older
practitioners, the curve begins to decline. Natural attrition says
that the results will fade from memory.”

“Surely
not entirely?”

“In a
way, no. Not if we have recorded and categorised our results
correctly, for a permanent record is, in its own way, an
externalisation of understanding. Even so, a book of results
forgotten in a dusty drawer lying at the bottom of a cellar hardly
constitutes an active understanding of a topic,” he said. “In order
to maintain the momentum of cognisance among our peers, we need to
excite others to follow up and test our results.”

“Hence
the need for repeatability,” I suggested.

He took out a
red crayon.

“Precisely! With each batch of results, the curve will spike
as interest is once again drawn to the field. And with repeatable
results, our peers are more likely to be involved, and the chart
will look something like this,” he said, drawing a separate line.
“And we will find that the attrition slows. If the field becomes
accepted, even if only as a fringe discipline, then we find a
natural asymptote will form...”

“I'm
sorry, Professor?”

“Is that
a question or a statement?”

“An ass –
something?”

“An
asymptote, Laddie, keep up! This is a point where the field has
become self perpetuating. And this is the point I seek to achieve
before I die...”

“Professor!”

“Oh,
shush! I'm trying to explain – look, this is the reality of the
scientific process. Now, if I take up a crayon, I shall draw, upon
the same chart, the graph of the Board's attention span over
time.”

The line he
drew peaked and then rapidly diminished.

“This is
no exaggeration. Public opinion, rumour, conjecture,
misunderstanding and all of that nonsense means that there is less
thinking going on and more politics. Throw onto the pile the need
to turn a buck, and you've got a bunch of pseudo-intellectuals with
the collective attention span of a squirrel! Here, to demonstrate,
I shall use this blue crayon. See, this represents Professor
Mitchell's supposed research into yellow fever.”

“I
imagine this would be something very important,
Professor.”

“So it
should be, but, you see, this my point. This would be the
curve.”

His line ran
steadily along the chart.

“Now, you
tell me, looking at this steady line, at what point or points has
the Board witnessed results?”

“Why,
Professor, if this line is steady, this I guess the results are
being delivered in a constant manner?”

“Ah! Yes!
You see? That would be the assumption I would draw, too. But this
is not the case. Professor Mitchell, for all of his grand-standing
and speeches, has returned only one result, a single paper he
published which, when distilled to its essences, is Professor
Mitchell holding his hands up deftly avoiding the word no scientist
ever wishes to say: Inconclusive.”

I was
perplexed. “There must be more to it than that! How could he secure
such continuous backing? He was favoured over Professor Plumrose,
wasn't he?”

“Why did
you mention, before, that it was something important? Simply
because of the excitement that has been generated around the great
explorers to the South of America and the Jungles of Africa! Yellow
Fever, the Intrepid Adventurer's disease! Do you see the
connection? His research is given an automatic pass not for its
scientific merit, not for any ground-breaking, earth-shattering
revelations, not because he can produce results in a constant
manner, but simply because it relates to something that gets chins
wagging.”

He stared at
the chart he drew, rubbing his beard with agitation. He put his
crayons away carefully, moved his glass of water off the table, and
screwed up the paper into a tight ball.

The Professor
was apt at articulating scientific principles, yet woefully
inadequate at sharing his feelings.

“I'll go
check with Miss Fitzgerald about lunch,” I said, setting my thimble
down. “Then we'll get cracking on the rest of these magnets. If we
can get it working by tonight, will we be taking it with us to the
Abbey? Professor?”

He nodded
quietly, stewing in his thoughts, letting his vacant eyes rest on
the window. His thoughts were not on the magnetoscope. I doubt they
were in the same room and they had not been for some time.

Wherever they
were now, my presence was not required. I made my way downstairs
looking about for Miss Fitzgerald. She must have skipped out for a
bit, because I could not find her anywhere.

Instead I found
myself downstairs, looking up and down the street. It was a crisp
day, getting comfortably warm, the kind that makes you forget that
you are on the clock.

“Oh,
there you are!” called the sweetest voice to ever reach my
ears.

A smile
exploded on my face, my heart melted in my chest. I turned to see
Lisa sauntering up the way, her brown hair curving lightly around
her oval face, framing and highlighting her exquisite features. Her
eyes sparkled as she reached me.

“Lisa!
What are you doing here?” I asked, remembering suddenly how to turn
my breath into voice.

“Why, I'm
here to see you, silly!”

She
always called me silly.

“Whatever
for? Are you not needed at the grocery?”

“Of
course, business is good, but I simply had to come by. It is such a
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