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 An Unfortunate Letter

I cannot fully recollect how many months went by
before the Professor ventured to increase my responsibilities. I
guess, thinking back upon it now, that he was still unsure about my
abilities, my attitude, my maturity if I am being honest (and I am), and I confess
that I was not as mature as I would like to think I should have
been.

After all, I
had been given the opportunity to study under a sponsored Professor
in a rather singular field. The chances of me ever finding similar
employment were so remote it was more than maturity that I owed
him.

On top of this
a further gift, rare indeed, had been bestowed upon me: A second
chance. Well aware of the ramifications, I redoubled my efforts,
focused my energies.

I strove to
show the Professor that I could indeed be an asset to him. I was
not some hanger-on, not some parasitic wretch who needed saving.
No, I was just beginning to taste what it was like to be
responsible, to be paid a wage not for physical labour, but for my
intellectual talents.

That is going
a bit too far. I was still, at that time, keeping his office clean,
organising the notes and collected evidence, documenting cases and
the like. I was mostly on administration duty, but that, still,
required initiative and nous.

And every
other day I was allowed to don the cap of Field Assistant and go
with the Professor to perform an investigation. On those ventures I
honed my practical skills. Each piece of equipment became more and
more familiar to me as I sought in earnest to become master of
their intricacies.

I remember
quite clearly my frustration with many of the hunts I participated
in. Nights were spent sitting still, straining my ears, my eyes,
wanting nothing more than a repeat of my first encounter. My note
taking improved measurably, I am proud to say, as a result of
direct, critical feedback from the Professor.

While I understood (or at
least thought I understood) the value of precise notes, that did not mean
that I enjoyed the task. I had developed a form of shorthand in my
notes to speed up the process, approved by the Professor. While he
did not adopt it himself, preferring to take his immaculate notes
as he always had, he saw the value in conserving my attentions for
observation.

My shorthand
was a double-edged sword. While my system indeed meant I spent less
time taking notes, it also meant I spent more time sitting in dark,
uneventful rooms, ignoring my itching nose, doing my best to remain
focused on, more often than not, nothing. On reflection, this is
probably why the Professor preferred longhand: it meant his mind
had something to do during an uneventful night.

And so many
nights! It became such that my original encounter became less and
less real in my mind, until I began to disbelieve I had ever
experienced the icy cold grip upon my arm, the disembodied voice in
my ears. I would revisit the notes from Grosvenor, relive the
memory, keeping the torch alight by the sight of the hand print and
the ghostly photograph.

The nights
were long. They were tiresome, noisome, boring. Several hours I
spent on one particular night studying the random motions a
cockroach as it crawled about next to my feet.

But every so
often there would be something stirring within a room next to where
I was, something unearthly, that reminded me of why I was there.
The hair on my arms would rise up, prickling me as a definite
presence wafted past. Breaths, voices and murmurs, creaks and
groans. These were what kept me going.

I can show you
many examples, if there is ever a time when we shall release our
findings to the public, where my writing has changed from a lazy,
lack-lustre scrawl to a hasty, feverish scribble as I was jolted
out from my monotony.

You can practically
see
the excitement in my
scrawl.

I was still
quite young, at the time of this story. Young and impulsive. I had
bought a new suit with the money I had earnt from my labours, eaten
a little better and looked every bit the upstart that I regret to
think I was.

One trait that
I simply could not seem to shake, however, was my clumsiness. No
tailored suit, no amount of butter and meat, could mitigate my
genetic predisposition to all things awkward.

It was not a
nervous thing. If anything, I am less error prone when I am
nervous. I become more attuned to my surroundings, acutely aware of
the attitude of my limbs. That does not mean that my nerves provide
some kind of immunity from my family's curse, only that I have
found my more memorable indiscretions occur when my mind is
occupied on topics other than my immediate situation.

Which is, I
freely admit with not a little shame, often.

But I digress.
The Professor had increased my responsibilities slowly, testing me
along the way, probing my inabilities. He was still unsure of me,
no matter how sure I was of myself, yet at the same time I could
sense his confidence growing in my abilities.

With his
confidence came familiarity. It was a gradual transition. His
manner of speech became more informal, when we were not discussing
important matters, and conversations felt more two-sided. He now
actually cared for my opinion.

We were
discussing, on one particular day, the problems associated with
sponsorship. The topic had come up after I brought the mail in. The
Professor was flipping through the envelopes in his usual manner,
when he stopped and stared.

I consider the
Professor a brave man. In our investigations before and since, he
has shown himself to be stalwart, made of hardy stuff. He has
never, as I have seen him, shrunk from matters that might make
another person pale with fright.

He is not
impervious to fear, however, for I have seen that while
supernatural happenings are humdrum, his blood changes temperature
when it comes to politics.

Especially
when dealing with his benefactors, the Board at the University.
Correspondence was via the post, and it was in the post that a
letter from the University had arrived.

He opened the
letter with a shaking hand (almost driving the knife into his palm)
and looked at the contents.

I had just
finished compiling some notes from the investigation the night
before, an uneventful night in the hills (I shall not bore you with
the details), and was in the process of filing them away.

He thumped his
desk in frustration. I looked up with a start.

“Confound it all! Just when I was
getting traction. Just when we were on to something.”

“I'm sorry, Professor, what is the
matter? Can I help?”

“If it were up to me, and it's not,
but if it were I'd have nothing to do with universities!” he
said.

“But Professor, why ever
not?”

“Progress.”

“Come again?”

“Progress, lad, listen up! Upon what
are the foundations of a university built? Is it ideals? Is it
altruism? Is it money? No! No, universities are first and foremost
places built upon knowledge.”

“Yes, Professor.”

“Knowledge! And not in the ethereal
sense. Real world, practical, cumulative knowledge. Built up by our
forefathers from experience and study and trials and tests! Books
upon books, records upon records. While the trade guilds may hold
claim to practicality, universities store the precious fundamental
building blocks of modern life!”

I was
perplexed. The Professor, I would come to understand, had a lot
more on his mind than science.

“Why, what might seem common now was
once mysterious. The knowledge that belonged to the few is now the
domain of the many. I can show you research into methods of
distillation, or the correct way to cut wood, or how to put one
brick upon another. The University stores this knowledge. It
refines it. It clarifies it. You see, you put what is known by folk
to the test and rigorously challenge it, finding all the holes and
measuring the outcomes. You weed out what is conjecture and what is
fact and what is definable,” he said, thrusting his finger into the
air. “And you use what you have found to make theories. And then
you challenge those theories. And you keep going!”

“Yes, Professor. And the University
inspires this, does it not? It funds these ventures. Why would you
not wish to associate with such an institution?” I
asked.

“Why indeed? In fact, I would dearly
love to associate myself with such a notion. A place in search of
nothing but knowledge, a place that respects that every piece of
this amazing universe has a story to tell. If ever I find such a
place I shall cling to it with both hands and never let go,” he
said, getting animated. “But that is only an ideal, boy, and an
ideal it shall remain. It's a fantastic notion.”

“But you said that knowledge was the
foundation of the University.”

“The Foundation, yes. Its original
inspiring, but then along comes that beast Progress. For as time goes on the grand old notion
becomes more and more dilute.”

I took the
kettle off the gas and made a pot of tea while he went on.

“It has been whittled away. Whittled
by the cuts of a thousand chisels, each honed to a razor sharp edge
on the stone of profit. The almighty power of Business now calls
the shots!”

“Surely not!”

“But it is a fact, lad, a fact! Tell
me, please, is it possible to put one course of knowledge above
another?”

I stopped
pouring to look up. I guess I must have only been half
listening.

“I am sorry?”

“Can you tell me, honestly, that the
study of ornithology is greater than that of, say,
magnetism?”

I said with
definition, “Without a doubt, Professor, I cannot.”

“No, you cannot. Because you do not
know of ornithology, perhaps? Nor too much about
magnetism.”

“Um. Yes. I mean, no. Um. I would
dearly love to learn either.”

He sighed,
“Well can you say that the study of water vapour is less important
than seismology?”

“Um. No. I mean, I do not
know.”

“Of course you don't! None of us do.
Why, if we could, then there would be no more to know! But that is
exactly what the big-wigs on the University Board claim, that they
have some uncanny, preternatural trait that entitles them to be
able to rank one pursuit above another!” he said. “But it's a
fallacy, because it really has nothing to do with what is more
noble or more useful, rather it's about what is more profitable.
Gone! Gone is the notion of knowledge for the sake of knowledge. In
its place is knowledge for the sake of profit! Bah!”

He angrily
drank his tea. He burnt himself in his haste. The jolt settled him
down some. He took a seat and looked at the brew reflectively.

“When I was a lad, as young as
yourself, I was under the study of Professor Kernan. I wasn't his
brightest student, and I doubt he would remember me if he had met
me again. But one thing he did instil in me is the premise that an
intellectual pursuit is noble if only for the fact that it is
indeed an intellectual pursuit. We are not animals, laddie, in the
sense that we have been given the gift of intellectual
curiosity.”

He took a
measured sip of his tea and calmed down a little more. “We all have
talents, both tangible and intangible. We all have the amazing gift
of life. And so long as one exercises those talents, then we are
doing precisely what the good Lord made us to do. That is what
Kernan taught me.”

I put a few
biscuits on a plate, took one and sat down with my tea.

“He sounds like a wise man,” I
said.

“A wiser man you could never have met.
Nor a more cantankerous one.”

That explained
where the Professor got his grumpy side from then, I thought.

“He's dead now, by the
way.”

“You have not seen him since?” I
ventured with half a smile.

“I doubt he'd wish to pay me a visit.
But if he did, we would probably spend the hours lamenting the way
in which our institutes of learning have prostituted themselves,
how they have put themselves above the minds that drive them,
requiring any field of endeavour to turn a buck and fit within
whatever political orientation happens to be current.”

“Politics?” I asked. “Does that really
come into play?”

“Come, come! Politics is everything!
There are forces, and counter-forces, and counter-counter-forces
and, oh! Everyone has their own concept of what is right and good
and sensible. Throw into this the stories written by madmen, the
sensationalist newspaper columnists, the hoaxers and tricksters and
showmen, and add a decent dash of entrepreneurs, and you end up
with what constitutes the modern intellectual society.”

He swirled two
marble-balls in his hand, doing his best to calm himself back down.
His mouth had a discernible downward curve. Something was eating at
him.

“Professor? Um, what has brought this
on? Only yesterday you were excited about the prospect of returning
to the Beaumaris House. Now you seem somewhat morose.”

“Morose? Boy, I'm
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