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 Occupational
Hazard


Are we but
animals? A very special and unique kind of animal, granted, but,
composed of flesh and bone and tied to this physical world as we
are, a good portion of what we experience as humans is
intrinsically animalistic. When born, our motivations are greedy
and base, we care nothing for others, nothing for the world around
us, nothing for the past or the future or anything outside our
immediate wants. We have not the ability to rationalise our
thoughts or articulate our positions, if it can be argued that we
have any at all.

Yet, we are
demonstrably more complex than mere desires or responses to
stimuli. We mature, we learn, and we break out of the restrictive
shell of selfishness and become more than a collection of skin and
bone and blood and hair. We have the capacity for reason, for
intellect, for discourse and disagreement. We can hold values,
building upon them for meaning to our existence, a way to channel
our free will and cognition. We aspire to a better world for all,
as individuals but not only for the individual, and this collective
effort brings forth incredible achievements like civilisation, law
and order.

Science, too,
relies upon this bedrock of personal, internal order, for it is
through order that we make sense of the swirling cloud of chaos
that surrounds us and teases us and excites us and leads us down
dark holes and over cliff-edges. Through rigorous testing and
analysis, we can shine a light through the mists of uncertainty to
illuminate a truth, and it is with these truths that we orient
ourselves and find yet more truths.

Still, despite
the innumerable truths that have so far been discovered, and those
yet to come, despite the bedrock of values and sensibility, our
position is a tenuous one. The assumption that all is as we
perceive it to be has been proven false time and time again. Our
bedrock crumbles in from the edges. The cloud of chaos may not be
dispersed, merely penetrated. It still teases us, still draws us in
false directions, still obscures our vision no matter how hard we
focus. Perhaps that is the tragedy of being human. We seek what may
never be obtained: Power over the uncontrollable.

One mind cannot
fathom all of the mysteries, nor two, nor ten thousand. Yet, banded
together like a raft in a storm, we of the scientific community
struggle on with our collective minds to perhaps, one day, stand
upon a solid grounding of comprehension and reach out into the
ether to grasp something tangible.

The recent
events at Devon Cove highlight this struggle, though I am
compelled, once again, to seal this story within my diary for the
good of the Professor. He, I fear, has suffered much already, and
if he were to discover that this had been shared with the wider
public, it would put a serious strain on his health and on our
relationship.

The first night
of the investigation, after initially establishing ourselves at a
local inn, was met with a ferocious storm. The Professor had seemed
anxious to get out into the maelstrom, despite my protests –
we had not even had dinner – for reasons I came to understand.

“This is no
good! No good at all! We will need to make the camera waterproof!”
the Professor cried, nearly to the point of shrieking to be heard
above the tempest.

“An oiled
shroud, perhaps?” I called back.

“Eh?”

“An oiled
shroud!”

“No!
Emphatically no! Nothing of the sort! Where do you get your ideas?
More like a well-oiled shroud.”

I nodded.
“Ugh. Yes, Professor. What about the rest?”

The wind had
whipped my words away and taken them haphazardly over the cliff and
down to the sea.

“Eh?”

“What about
the rest of the equipment?”

“Don’t bother.
It’s a short distance! As for the rest of the equipment, we can do
away with it!”

“Yes,
Professor!” I shouted.

Conversation
was useless. I was practically down to hand-signals with the
Professor. There were no trees to stop the wind from racing to whip
the grass, and us, at the top of the cliffs at Devon Cove.

“This is
impossible!” I cried, lifting my lantern. “How can we even take
notes?”

“Eh?”

I threw my
hands up and gesticulated to the pile of equipment on the
ground.

“I don’t know
what you’re saying, Laddie, but the rain is coming, so cover that
pile -” and from that point on, I lost everything he said.

I put my
lantern down again and got to work covering the equipment as best I
could manage and bound it up soundly in the canvas, tied a knot in
it and slung it on my back. And not a moment too soon, for I felt
harsh, icy taps on the back of my head.

“Professor!” I
called. “I am coming!”

He shrugged
and faced back to the cliff-edge. By the time I had everything
stowed and hauled, the rain was patting me on the face.

“Will we be
able to even see anything?” I asked over the din, making sure I
pressed close to his ear.

“Who knows?
The light is barely enough to see by. I’m putting faith in the
lightning that should be brewing.”

“Er...
lightning?”

“Yes,
lightning. It comes with thunderstorms, you know.”

“I know that,
yes. I also know that right now we’re practically the highest point
on this cliff.”

“Eh? What has
that got to do – oh! My, that’s not so, er, blimey. You make
a good point, Laddie. We had better, er, duck down, then. Help me
down, will you?”

I dumped the
equipment bag and took the Professor’s hand as he lowered himself
to the ground. I did the same, happy that we had at least the sense
to bring decent slicks. They were not comfortable, not in the
least. They were heavy, smelly and clumsy but, coupled with my
galoshes and sou’wester, they kept me mostly dry, even lying there
in the sodden grass on top of a storm-swept cliff.

We waited
there, heads lifted from the ground, slowly chilling, watching
intently the path to the cliff and the cliff itself. The darkness
overtook everything, so that only our storm lanterns gave any kind
of light to pierce the ink, apart from the increasingly frequent
crashing of lightning as the storm rolled in.

“This had
better be worth it,” he grumbled, relating my sentiments
exactly.

Securing the
rights to visit the area had been hard enough, with Exmouth
officials suspicious of our motives and timing. It was, after all,
off-season, and the beach was void of tourists and bathers. Who
would want to visit at such a time and, moreover, who would want to
secure the rights to sit upon a dangerous cliff during the most
bleak season? After signing the right documents and having them
witnessed in triplicate and dutifully submitted to the appropriate
departments, and after waiting the appropriate time for objections
and all of that bureaucratic nonsense, the Professor had attained
his permission.

Pieces of paper
and signatures, however, meant nothing to the people of Exmouth.
Ever since we alighted from the carriage, we were greeted with
suspicion and traces of what might pass for hostility. While the
Professor was either oblivious or chose to ignore them, I could not
help but feel a thorough sense of unwelcomeness. It was my
intention, then, to perform the investigation to the best of my
ability, despite the weather, so that we could wrap-up whatever we
needed to wrap-up and get on out of there.

I groaned with
a realisation and shouted, “This observation is flawed. I haven’t
anything with which to record. Everything is wrapped up in the
canvas!”

“Oh!”

“I said,
Professor, I haven’t -”

“I heard what
you said. I meant, oh, as in, that’s no good. Well,
how do you intend to document this?”

“That’s the
point! I cannot, Professor. Without the camera or my notes, what
can I do?”

He tried to
shrug but failed. Instead, he rolled his eyes and instructed me to
keep my wits about me.

“Be sure to
record later, as soon as we have finished, yes?”

I huffed, “And
when will that be?”

“I – don’t
– know! This may all be for nothing. Now be quiet and
observe!”

Observation.
Though necessary, it is a thankless, boring task. At least during
analysis one has the opportunity to amuse oneself with numbers and
derived conclusions, or to take a break and sip some tea, whereas
most all observation is monotonous and uninteresting. The world,
you may imagine, has a tendency to the mundane. Of course, during
the rare times when something actually happens, all that
time spent secretly wondering if one’s choice of career was a sane
one manifests in a pulse of excitement. One’s heart races and blood
beats boldly around the body, carrying the excitement to the
extremities.

It might sound
odd, but I speak truly when I say that I have come to
welcome the icy feel of an unnatural entity sliding past me.
I enjoy footsteps walking down a hall with nothing corporeal to aid
it. I thrill when a disembodied voice whispers a phrase in my ear.
Rather than run from a phantom face, I will boldly attempt to stare
into it, perhaps even muster up the courage to make
conversation.

This occupation
will do that to you. Similar to, say, a zookeeper with untamed
animals, I should think constant exposure to frightening events
desensitises one’s reactions. Perhaps that is a topic I will bring
up with Professor Carrick next time I see her. I digress.

The Professor
has taught me, however, to ignore such emotional responses and
instead fixate solely upon the task of recording the disturbance
itself along with the measurements of our equipment in an
objective, absolute manner. In a way, my fear of the unknown has
dulled and my sense of other-worldliness has been sharpened through
the rigours of routine.

Ignoring the
driving rain and crashing thunder, I checked the time at a constant
interval. Mister Belfiore had supplied me with a superb pocket
watch, at a discounted rate on account of my employment with him,
which I kept on my person during all of our investigations. A
special design, it ran quietly, so much that, when it was in my
pocket I could not tell it was running. This was crucial, since in
my line of work, any form of environmental interference was
undesirable.

After forty
minutes of constant rain and wind, a little trickle found its way
from who-knows-where, through my oils and down to my buttocks. The
sudden shock of cold water startled me. I yelped and wriggled. The
Professor hushed me.

“Quiet,
Laddie, and quit fidgeting! There’s no need to shout. I can see it,
too.”

I looked
behind me, asking, “See what, exactly?”

“Not there,”
he hissed, struggling to point on account of being in a most
uncomfortable and undignified prone position. “There! Look!”

I followed his
finger in the lantern light. The next flash of lightning revealed
the scene. It was a woman, no more than twenty-five, with her
drenched locks writhing about like the arms of an octopus. She was
walking up the slope, from the direction of the town. Her face,
though far away, bore the deep lines of one clearly distressed.

“Who is she?” I
asked, but the Professor did not respond.

She walked
slowly enough, illuminated every now and then by the flashes of
lightning in the clouds. I watched, confused, as her shadow drifted
past us, seemingly oblivious to the light of our lanterns, toward
the cliffs. Her arms hung limp by her sides, like she no longer had
the energy to lift them as she trudged up the slope.

“What is she
doing? She will catch her death of cold!” I said.

“Hush!” the
Professor said. “Keep your head down! And observe!”

“Observe?”

What could I
observe? It was too dark, too windy and the rain was pelting on the
rubber and leather covering me, making it impossible to discern
anything tangible.

The next flash
of lightning showed her closer to the cliffs, with one arm raised
wearily, looking out over the water.

“Professor!
She will fall in!” I exclaimed. “She is too close to the edge!”

“Hush!” the
Professor urged. “Wait!”

“Wait for
what? Any closer and she will surely fall!“”

“I know, I
know,” he said. “Stay still, will you? And be quiet!”

“She must be
warned, at least.”

“Leave her
alone! That’s an order!”

An order? The
Professor hardly ever rebuked me in such a way, but when he did, it
meant he was dead serious. I bit my lip and turned back to the
cliff. The lightning lit her up again. This time she was perched
right on the edge, a precarious position even on a clear, still
day. There she was, hand above her eyes, looking out longingly
across the black water. Flash after flash showed her standing, like
a statue, on the edge of the cliff. The Professor could not see the
sense in my calling out to her, clearly, so I thought of a
different angle.

“Look, she is
not allowed to be up here, is she? I should think not! And, what’s
more, she’s in our observation area.”

“So?”

“So she is
directly interfering –” I started. My gut took over and I
stood.

The Professor
blustered something but his words were lost, partly in the storm,
partly in my own selective deafness. I was fighting against the
wind that caught me square on the chest. I could hear the Professor
calling me, but I did not care. I haphazardly stomped through the
grass and mud with my lantern bouncing around in the night like a
lightning-bug.

As I approached
the cliff, the wind intoned in time with the thunder, and the rain
sounded like applause upon my hood. The layers of sound made up an
insane tune and over the top of it all, came a wailing soprano.
There was rain in my eyes, blurring my vision. My heart was
thumping from the effort, and from fear that this woman might come
to grief if I did not act fast enough.

“Hi! Miss!” I
cried. “Miss, be careful! You, there! Please, Miss, come back from
the edge! It isn’t safe!”

She did not
seem to hear me. Not entirely surprising, considering the din. I
could barely hear myself. Both of her arms were out now, spread out
over the water, fingers stretched out, snaring at the black
horizon.

I reached out
for her, where the last flash of lightning had shown her to be,
aiming to grab her shoulder and pull her back, only my hands were
met with nothing but more rain and air. I inched forward, blindly
groping about, calling all the while. She would have heard me,
surely, for how hard I yelled!

A
bone-chilling scream drowned the wailing of the wind and nature’s
cacophony rose to match. In my lantern I saw the darting figure
drop from view, down to where the vicious waves snarled at the
rocks. Startled and horrified, as you can imagine, I leaned out,
looking after her to see if she might be holding onto a crag just
over the edge.

My clumsiness
has gotten me into a lot of strife throughout my life, but let me
claim that this was not a factor of what happened next. Rather, it
was the rain, ultimately, that loosened the soil under my foot, and
caused me to lose purchase as I came forward. The mud underneath
crumbled away and I was weightless for a stomach-broiling instant.
I twisted, threw my hands out and jarred my chin on the rock and
scrabbled at the edge, clawing at the gritty mud. Clods of grass
came loose in my hands. My feet were pushing against the muddy
rocks of the cliff. I was barely holding on and, with the weight of
my slicks, I was receding.

The body
undergoes amazing changes when faced with the prospect of death. I
have heard it said that people see their life run before their eyes
as if played upon a cinema screen. Others have said that time
appears to slow down, that their last few seconds
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