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THE MISSING DIGITS

[Administrator, we have restored the poorly concealed names on this blog, Dr Martin Hesselius is
familiar to us. This other one, the writer, is a nobody. – Dr Zeiss]

Monday, October 1st, 2012

Reader,

I met Dr Hesselius today. To say he is not a friendly man would be perhaps the greatest 
understatement of this century. Martin Hesselius is a rude, grumpy creature of peculiar habit. 

He opened the door of his South Kensington townhouse to me and immediately frowned, 
not that his natural bearing inspires warmth – even if he appears vaguely Churchillian in 
demeanour. By this I mean the doctor’s propensity for drink, well known to me before I accepted 
this position as his personal assistant, and slowly developing paunch. Until recently I think he was 
still making an effort to keep in shape. His previous assistant had not given me the most flattering 
impression of the doctor; it had been a one-sided conversation, mostly behind an obfuscating wall 
of cursing, yet I had learned of Dr Hesselius’ bad habit before I met the man in earnest.

The doctor himself is a German gentleman of about 60 in remarkably good shape; his face 
creased by decades of stern expressions but possessed of strong features, and cool blue eyes that sit 
beneath devilish eyebrows. He has sandy blond hair, slicked back into a neat side-parting, and 
manages to keep hold of his own pearly white teeth. A nose best described as Aquiline and a frame 
that I am inclined to say is positively Viking. Dr Hesselius must have looked quite dashing in his 
youth, attired in a suit as he was (I later learned he was never not in a suit), though the lifetime of 
distaste etched into his countenance makes me suspect he had always been a disapproving sort of 
man.

Where was I? Ah, yes, the introductory frown. “You look too old to be doing this. Are you a 
transient, a dweller on the peripheries of society…somebody who no one else will take on? A man 
in his 30s should not be content to work as an old man’s valet!” Hesselius had just insulted me, 
wonderful. His English was flawless and you had to listen for the Teutonic undertone but it was 
there. Interestingly, Hesselius chose the older pronunciation of rhyming valet with wallet rather than
chalet.

“Personal assistant, Dr Hesselius, I’m not a valet,” I met rudeness with a snide remark, I 
could tell the conversation was not about to improve.

“Come inside or don’t, but do close the door, you’re letting the heat out,” the doctor turned 
his back on me then walked further into his house; I sighed and stepped inside, pulling the door to. I
arrived at 7am and was to spend the rest of that day running back and forth for occult expert, 
physician and historian Dr Martin Hesselius PhD DLitt MD.

Hesselius is a freelance lecturer paid great amounts for his apparently enthralling lessons: 
the man has enough gravitas to knock over the Pope. I sat in on a talk of his that afternoon, entitled 
The History of Witchcraft in Europe, Part 1, and was subjected to a blistering sensory assault. The 
curmudgeonly character he played indoors transformed into a showman. I witnessed a man of 60 
run about a lecture hall, encourage students to take part in fake rituals, and then get them to see how
the Medieval Church could defame these white magic rites as the Devil’s work. He lead them 
through Europe’s shifting attitudes towards magic in the Middle Ages and finished it all off with a 
mock trial that culminated in a theatrical condemnation of a young woman who was fond of cats 
(clearly a sign of witchcraft, joked Hesselius, I had not thought him capable of humour).

Come 6pm, I tottered into the townhouse, stacks of papers and books in my arms that the 
doctor had not deigned to carry. “Wonder what your last slave died of,” I muttered under my breath.

“Insolence,” coolly replied Hesselius, “Mr…?”
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I was shocked, he was actually going to bother asking for my name; he had referred to me 
exclusively as ‘you there’ for the past 11 hours. I obliged him: “Freer, Joseph Freer.”

“Now tell me, Joseph, why is it you only have eight fingers?” Hesselius had waited half a 
day to ask. I suppose it would have disrupted this Monday’s itinerary had we got caught up in this 
chat at 7am. 

I placed the pile on a little table next to the front door and took off my gloves, stuffing each 
one into my coat pockets. I regarded the sight which I had grown so used to over the last five years 
but which had appalled me for a full year. My right hand had all its digits and a pleasant caramel 
tone; my left hand had the same tone but only three digits, the two furthest from my thumb were 
stubs. The stubs were paler than my natural hue, a shame really to have an even colour everywhere 
else spoiled by missing fingers. “Do you believe, Dr Hesselius?” I asked.

“A question for a question! What is this?” moaned the old man; he was leaning on the 
doorframe for the lounge. How his head never banged against that doorframe was curious, he did 
not slouch yet always just passed beneath danger.

“Do you believe? In what you teach?” I expanded my previous point, hoping to not have to 
spell it out.

“In the occult? I must! Why would I teach something in which I had no faith?” he clearly 
thought my question inane, “Tell me about your hand, Mr Freer.”

“I shall have to tell a story, doctor...” I waited with baited breath.
“Go ahead, you’re not being paid right for this though,” he made a small dismissive gesture, 

before bringing his right index finger and thumb up to rest on the bridge of his nose, closing his 
eyes.

“The thing is, Dr Hesselius, I was born with ten fingers. Until November 2006, I still had 
ten fingers, and then I went to visit my great aunt in Lancashire…”

*

Aunt Marge lived in St Michael’s-on-Wyre; we decided to visit her to make sure the old girl was 
holding up after Uncle Frank passed away. Mum, Marge and gran got to talking by Frank’s grave, 
so no one else could get a word in edgeways; they’re good for doing that those three, off in a world 
of their own. I told dad to call me when they stopped to breathe, I was going for a walk, already 
wandering towards the paved path as I spoke.

Bell ringers were practising some aimless tune, not supposed to be a melody you know, just 
well-arranged mathematical chiming. It was cold in the village, a mist was rolling in and the 
diminutive trees that lined the path seemed like dark figures before too long. Overcast, misty, and 
cold as I departed a graveyard. I should have stayed with the corpses, it was safer there than 
anywhere else.

My feet took me through the picturesque village, a cottage here and a pair of horseriders 
there, all very quaint. I ended up outside the field of a farmer who I’d spent many a childhood 
summer tormenting. The River Wyre skirted its bottom edge, where it sloped towards the brown 
water. When I was about 10 or 11, I would always try and jump the breadth of that little stretch of 
river. Always fell in, then go squelching back to Marge and Frank, sodden but happy as a fool.

I suppose I needed cheering up, or maybe I was longing for a taste of childish excitement. 
Though whatever the reason, a 25-year-old medical student aspiring to a career in surgery, hopped 
over a low steel fence, startling a handful of cows, intending to jump over a river. I stepped 
carefully through a mist which had risen so quickly that I could see about two feet around me. I 
bumped into a cow, and was greeted by a sharp, disgruntled moo. A bizarre sense of the absurd and 
sinister had settled in.

There I stood on the sloping river bank, eyes trained on the other side. Only I would be able 
to attest to any victory, but everyone would be able to observe my failure. I took a few strides back 
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and then broke into a run. I pushed off on my right foot and sailed over the river. I was certain I’d 
make it this time after so many years of trying. 

Something grabbed my right ankle.
I remember it was icy and felt like bones wrapped in sagging flesh. I felt the unpleasant 

sensation of touching gristle. Terror seized me about a second after whatever it was in the river had 
hold of me. An instant later, I crashed into the murky waters. I will never forget what happened to 
me in the River Wyre.

The river never used to be this deep, was my first submerged thought. I was trying to forget 
what was happening. Milky eyes darted across my field of vision, in a gaunt, greyish face. I was 
right, the skin did sag like faded leather pinned poorly to a grotesque skeleton. Jutting ribs, 
protruding chin, sharp shoulders and angular joints, eyes that should be blind. Long, spindly limbs 
and digits, where each had a long, gnarled nail stained a dirty green; nails that scratched at me, 
going over and over my body. Clammy, spongy flesh worked at my skin, testing me I think. A 
tangle of pondweed supposed to pass for hair sprouted from grey scalp to the tips of its toes. 

A woman? This creature was a woman? My mind was a mess.
Then she opened her mouth. Opened her mouth as we thrashed in a river that was far too 

deep. She laughed, no, it laughed. A mouthful of pointy, green razors like a wooden shark’s maw 
made my blood curdle. A hideous, hacking cackle gurgled through the water; light brushed across 
us as I struggled against her – no, it. Every now and then I would realise the true horror of what had
come for me. Its filthy hair was closing around me, I could only hold my breath for so long. So I 
wrapped both hands around its throat. It laughed harder, grabbed hold of my left wrist and yanked it
away, then swiftly closed its mouth around my ring and little fingers. The agony was intense, 
blinding; I pushed my free hand’s index and middle finger into its eyes. The monster screamed, I 
kicked for the surface.

Somehow, I found my way to the river bank, back in the farmer’s field. Dragging my 
breathless body up the slope: muddied, soaked, and pained. The mist was clearing. It had brought 
the mist. It had made the river deeper. I remember glancing at my left hand and retching.

*

“…The side of my face was in a pool of vomit when someone found me. I was unconscious, of 
course.” My tale of personal terror and injury was over yet Hesselius maintained his meditative 
stance. The thoughtful giant shifted after a few more moments of quiet contemplation. He did not 
speak. I could hear the grandfather clock that stood on the landing, ticking away as his eyes studied 
me. The eight-fingered man under a microscope. I was trying my best to not shuffle nervously 
under his intense scrutiny. Music seemed to always be playing quietly in his house, earlier it had 
been some honky-tonk number, now it was hot jazz – I felt an odd tone was being set.

“This is why you took the job, isn’t it? You want the witch-doctor to help you? Am I a spirit 
guide now? I am no peddler of cheap tricks nor a man with a magic box to cure all your ills,” I 
expected shouting, conversational condescension was a blessing, “I know what did this to you 
though.”

Relief, soaring and all-encompassing. I had not agreed to work for the world’s most 
unpleasant man based purely on hearsay. He believed me. I found someone that believed me and 
was clearly not fresh from the madhouse. He had been discharged for at least a good few years.

[We shall continue to monitor these individuals. – Dr Zeiss] 
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ANOTHER DAY’S WORK

[Administrator, entry reveals recurrence of  the river hag,“Mother Jenny”, confirms creature to be
extant. We had thought her dead. – Dr Zeiss]

Tuesday, October 2nd, 2012

Reader,

Hesselius dismissed me quite without warning yesterday, moments after telling me he knew what 
had taken my fingers. Today had been spent in much the same fashion as Monday and Hesselius 
barely acknowledged my existence, beyond making demands for tea or that long conversation 
where he berated me for his bagel being cold. Only after another thoroughly exhausting History of 
Witchcraft in Europe lecture did he turn to the previous evening’s story.

“Joseph, come down here,” bellowed the doctor from his spot at the front of the class. With a
weary sigh, I shrugged my satchel over my shoulder and trooped down the stairs. Hesselius rifled in
his own bag until he returned from its depths with a beautifully bound book in hand. He looked up 
at me, expression stern and gently, almost reverently, placed the tome on the table between us; I 
took this to be a sign for me to open it. Beyond the red leather covers were about two hundred pages
of illuminated manuscript. Every five pages comprised a concise entry, as brief as ancient writers 
could bring themselves to be, about some creature or phenomenon.

“Turn to 114,” he said. Our eyes were fixed on the fantastical illustrations as I turned the 
pages. Each thumbed leaf revealed more of a hidden world of werewolves, spectres, imps, ghouls, 
and so on and so forth.

My heart stopped.
My grip instinctively tightened, my mouth dried, and bile rose in my throat. I swallowed 

down the sickness. Here on page 114 my watery assailant was recreated. Although the miniature 
before me could never truly capture all of its grotesquery. The monster’s pallid flesh for one thing 
presented as a lurid, lime green on the page. There the creature lay: hair of slimy pondweed and 
saggy flesh that bunched in places; long, dirty claws on her hands and feet; knobbly, spindly limbs 
possessed of enormous strength. A word was emblazoned at the portrait’s foot in silver letters: 

The River Hag.
“Mother Jenny is a river hag, that is but one of her names. There are many like her in other 

nations. But that is the one that attacked you, that's her territory you were in. River hags are like the 
uglier, more sorcerous cousins of sirens.

"Somehow I suspect you know all this, you're the one whose fingers she took. The hag 
probably still has them; waiting for the time she can drown you. They are her memory of you, she 
longs to finish her work,” Hesselius’ tone was peculiarly soft, compassionate perhaps. The shock 
which had seized me slipped away at his words. I nodded slowly.

“I haven’t been in a swimming pool for six years,” not the most pertinent response, but my 
mind’s fog proved slower in movement than my body’s binding. I laughed mirthlessly, answered by 
the doctor’s own empty chuckle. He drew the book away from me and turned over the page to 
where Mother Jenny’s profile began, under an illustration of a young girl being dragged to the river 
bed. After some silent reading, I confirmed Hesselius’ assertion that she kept my fingers as a 
memento – the one that got away. My decision to never swim again was reaffirmed, as she could 
appear in any body of fresh water into which her hair was dropped. I cannot tell her slimy locks 
from weeds.

The doctor stirred suddenly and made for the door, leaving his bag behind. I knew he 
expected me to gather up his possessions and hurry after him like a good dogsbody. Out of the 
lecture theatre, out of a university whose name I was too run down to recall, and to his waiting car –
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where he sat testily in a rear passenger seat. Of course, I hadn’t been there to open the door for him.

*

Tom Waits’ hypnotic, gravelly voice plodded about the house as Hesselius effectively steered me 
into an armchair. He left me for the den (his bag recovered from my loaded arms), just next door. I 
placed the assembled academic paraphernalia that I bore onto the wide, low hardwood table whose 
corner faced me. Elongated elephants held up the table’s corners, it was such a deep, earthy tone 
that it protested the walls’ neutral colours. In fact all the furniture seemed to oppose the walls; four 
sofas were arranged along the table’s sides but Hesselius had decided they should be a rich and 
vibrant tawny like the armchair. My current seat faced the archway out into the hall, though the 
division between lounge and den had a door, and behind me was a bookshelf that covered the entire 
wall – rammed with records, CDs, cassettes and books.

Hesselius didn’t have a television but speakers were built into the ceiling of every room. 
There was an upright piano to the right of the archway. I had not played in years; the business with 
the fingers had discouraged me somewhat. The doctor chose that moment to emerge from his den, a 
bottle of kirsch in one hand and a pair of snifters in the other. He took up residence on a sofa close 
to me, but sat in the middle, and began a silent ritual. Brassy cap off, kirsch transferred from bottle 
to each glass, cap screwed on.

“Joseph, I believed you not because ‘I like the cut of your jib’ or some other nonsense 
spouted by old, senile men, but because life’s great turning points are often those we stumble into,” 
he passed me a snifter as he spoke.

*

I came to London in 1979 at the age of 27. I was seeing out my last year of Specialist Regsitrar 
training; I looked to qualify as an infectious disease consultant. My family had a good standing 
among certain circles of London’s chattering classes. This opened up a position for me on Harley 
Street at a clinic called Brampton Grange. The Grange was, and still is, owned by MC&D. At that 
time it was operated on their behalf by Doctors Braddock March and Neville Strangman.

My family paid the rent for a two bedroom house on Oakfield Street in Chelsea. I demanded
they do nothing else for me but thanked them for their kindness thus far. I already felt like a kept 
and pampered child: my parents had found my occupation and accommodation. I could at least pay 
my way once I had settled in.

I had adopted my father’s fascination with the theological and the occult, our lineage has 
something of a bond with these matters. He insisted that I take a good selection of the library with 
me. So there I was, a young German doctor wheeling suitcases stuffed equally with clothes and 
books into my first house. The landlord, Mr Talwar, introduced himself and inquired after the well-
being of my parents. Thus ensued hours of conversation about my father’s wilder days. Mr Talwar 
was friendly and extremely garrulous.

I arrived on a chilly Friday in September and was grateful for the weekend ahead to 
acclimatise myself: if nothing else, to recover from the mind numbing pleasantries of my landlord. I
spent half an hour absorbing every little detail of my new home. I decided that the guest room’s 
wardrobe should be the home for my small library. Then I unpacked and pressed every article of 
clothing I had before placing it in the wardrobe and chest of drawers in my room. I do mean each 
and every single article bar socks, ties, and underwear: I am not mad. How you see me now Joseph, 
is the same as I was then, I have never owned or worn a pair of jeans in my entire life.

I ventured to the nearest shops to fill my fridge. Upon my return from a shopping trip I 
hailed as successful, despite the woman behind me in the queue insisting on asking how I was 

6



finding Chelsea, I found a man I only half-knew stood on my porch.
“Dr March?” I ventured.
“Brad March, the one and only, at your service! You must be Martin Hesselius? Look at the 

size of you! Lady Parrington will like you, oh yes she will! I have heard great things about that 
splendid deductive mind of yours,” Dr March enthused, he had seized me by the arms and shook me
with a friendly vigour. I was internally mortified. “Well, aren’t you going to say something?” asked 
Brad, a touch quieter than before. My face was in the process of forming a slight frown. Dr 
Braddock March was a short, slightly overweight, and clearly very amicable man in his late 40s. He
had light brown eyes and dark brown hair in an Ivy League style. He was dressed for dinner.

I responded at last, “Why are you here, doctor?”
“Please call me Brad, and isn’t it obvious? I’m taking you to a party; you must meet the sort 

of people you’ll be treating. The well-bred and highly paid of the city are attending Lady Katherine 
Parrington’s charitable function. She has invited me to bring along my newest employee,” he smiled
broadly.

“Black tie is it?” I inquired, useless to ask, as I already knew.

I was a head taller than anybody else there, these little denizens of the wealthy in some rich 
Kensington reception room, with the requisite exquisite chandelier, circulating champagne flutes, 
and veneer of charitable giving.  Lady Katherine Parrington, the daughter of the media magnate 
Lord Charles Parrington, was fond of throwing parties in honour of a new charity each week; I 
think she chose them out of a hat. I did not feel inadequate in my reasonably priced tuxedo but felt 
as if the room wanted me to be. There was no lack of titles and lofty alma maters; a broad old man 
with the face of a walrus was one pinprick of amusement. Brad's constant mutterings on society 
scandals was the other. Who had shagged who, who had robbed what, who had been almost charged
for this or that, and why no one would talk to the mousy lady in the corner, I forget why now but it 
was most sordid.

“You must be Martin Hesselius! Charmed to meet you, I'm Lady Katherine Parrington,” 
Lady Katherine bustled between them, crooking her arm under mine. She was cheerful and quite 
without either malice or substance – I liked that about her, uncomplicated in a sphere of interaction 
where everyone is sneering at your back. She guided us towards a particularly exuberant circle of 
laughter, whose heart was the pompous George Harbottle. He was average height, his blond hair 
receded liberally leaving him one of those amusing islands, his skin freckled and pale, his nose 
naturally upturned, his brown eyes busy, and his frame podgy.

Brad leaned over to me and muttered, “This is George Harbottle, High Court judge, total and
complete arse.” Now Brad hadn't spoken poorly of all the other insufferable people I'd been 
subjected to, so I knew that Harbottle had to be especially bad.

“Whatever have we missed, George?” interjected Lady Katherine.
“Oh, I received a gift today, Lady Katherine!” Harbottle had that upper class habit of starting

every sentence with an inarticulate garbling, “A painting from a grateful member of the public no 
less! It is heartening to see that public officials are again being treated with the level of respect we 
deserve, even more so in these trying times we live in.”

Harbottle continued in much the same vein, dragging polite laughter from his crowd. I 
stifled a yawn and elbowed Brad to make this nonsense stop. Brad roused, having glazed over 
somewhat, “Martin can play the piano like a virtuoso! His father insists he's wasted in medicine!” I 
cursed him for using me to divert their attention as Lady Katherine shoved me over to a waiting 
grand piano.

I scooted onto the stool, the party hushed and the room watched me intently. This was to be 
my litmus test. I gave them the opening phrase of Beethoven's Appassionata and then let the music 
take me away. There was applause.
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The next week I started work and met a catalogue of Parrington’s guests at Brampton Grange. My 
office was a generic early 80s chic, clearly furnished with a mind to appealing to the trendy young 
doctor – I didn’t care for it. The thing was so out of step with the Georgian elegance of the surgery.  
I had just come to the end of Mr Oswald Wellesley’s check-up, the amusingly walrus-like chap from
the party; he was actually an alright sort and strong as a bull from years of rugby. “Thank you, Dr 
Hesselius, I’ll see you in six months,” Mr Wellesley shook my hand with ferocious friendliness, I 
think he nearly had it off at the wrist. In my other hand, I turned off my dictaphone.

“No, no, Mr Wellesley, I look forward to seeing you about town,” I replied, carefully 
pressing the feeling back into my hand once it was free.

“Yes, down the pub! Or at some party or whatever nonsense my wife next drags me to,” 
Wellesley chuckled. I walked with him to the office door and let him out, he gave me one last good 
pat on the arm (I could swear he was trying to cripple me). 

I fancied a coffee so pulled the door to and went along the corridor to the patient lounge. 
Coffee in hand, I made again for my office, but was jostled by a hurrying figure, they whirled 
around to apologise. It was Mr Justice Harbottle, he was sweaty and far paler than he had been. His 
eyes watered as if on the brink of tears, “Sorry, doctor! I was in such a rush!” I could barely open 
my mouth and he was off again, right down the stairs and out onto Harley Street. 

Brad appeared by my side, “Curious, isn’t it? I don’t know what’s wrong with him, but I’ll 
enjoy taking the dreadful man’s money while I figure it out.”

“Odd behaviour, poor health, he’s really a different man to the one at Lady Parrington’s 
party. I’d be intrigued to find out what’s wrong with him when you figure it out,” I wondered aloud.

“I’m glad you’re interested, you’re going on a house call to Harbottle’s,” Brad patted me on 
the arm, a world away from Wellesley’s force, “Go and see Neville for the address.”

“19th century doctoring that’s what house calls are, March!” I grumbled and turned away for 
the stairs up to the office of the other partner, Neville Strangman. I found Dr Strangman very 
disconcerting to be around.

I knocked on the door of George Harbottle’s Belgravia house and it was answered by a brown-
haired, older gentleman dressed in a black three piece suit, his features sharp. “Good evening, 
doctor, Mr Harbottle has been expecting you,” the man stepped aside for me to enter the house, 
holding out an arm for my coat.

“Thank you, Mr…?” I asked as he led me into the drawing room.
“Stubbs,” he replied as he left the room to retrieve his employer. I had to admit I was rather 

impressed that Harbottle had a valet (don’t say a damn word, Joseph, or I’ll box your ears). The 
house was painfully Victorian, so much fussiness in its features, crammed full of imperial junk no 
doubt thieved from colonies by the judge’s own family in bygone days. As I sat on an ostentatious 
chaise, a definite impression began to creep over me of something sinister. I felt it like a force 
pressing down on my head, a hand trying to push me under in the surf. Though this power was only 
toying with me like its attention was trained elsewhere. I remembered talk of a gift at the party last 
week; that had to be the catalyst for the change, the new variable in Harbottle’s environment. I 
noticed something curious; there was a faded area above the fireplace, big enough for a substantial 
frame, a mirror perhaps. I got up and walked out into the hall. There was another faded area, long 
and thin, I wagered the sort of mirror for checking yourself before you left the house had been here. 
I looked to see Harbottle wobbling down the stairs with Stubbs’ aid, I returned to the drawing room,
and settled again on the chaise. 

A moment later I was joined by Harbottle and Stubbs. The valet eased his employer down 
onto a couch. I studied a man quite diminished from his former self. Mr Harbottle was hunched, 
horribly pallid, and I could see his forehead glistened; his eyes searched for something on the 
periphery. They flicked this way and that, scanning. His hands trembled. No, more than trembled, 
his whole body jolted from to time to time, and this made his hands jump. I took my dictaphone 
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from out my jacket pocket and began to record.
 “Commencing interview of George Harbottle, Friday 21st September 1979. So what's the 
matter, Mr Harbottle?” I opened calmly.

“I am being tormented, doctor,” Harbottle murmured, as if his own voice scared him; I 
noticed Stubbs look away from his employer.

“How?” I asked.
“Every where I go, I see things, doctor. Horrible, disgusting creatures, and the most 

monstrous deformities...I can barely work, each hour I spend outside I see more and more of them. 
But even inside my own house, I see this terrifying, mangled, twisted little monster running around 
the corners in the dark – I see it, lingering on the edge of my sight, sneering at me,” Harbottle 
leaned forward, each word quicker than the last, his gaze fixed over my shoulder, “In mirrors, in the
windows of cars and shops and houses, in puddles in the gutter, my own reflection mocks me. Or 
worse, I see my flesh peel off, my teeth tumble out from black gums...” Stubbs had moved away to 
the mantelpiece, brow low and mouth set in a line.

“What about you Mr Stubbs? Do you believe the justice?” I tried to catch the valet's eye, but
he remained steadfast.

“I believe Mr Harbottle, there is something in this house with us...but if anyone but his 
doctors were to hear, then he would be ruined,” replied Stubbs.

“Perhaps we should section George for his own -” I began.
Harbottle flew into a shaky rage, “I do not need to be sectioned! I am sane! I might not be 

for much longer, but I am sane right now! I know only I can see these things but it doesn't mean 
they're just inside my head!”  

There was quiet for a while and then I had an insight, “...What was this gift?”
All three of us stood on the first floor landing. On a wall between two doors was a small 

painting: Vermeer's The Milkmaid. The milkmaid herself now African though the image presented 
was unmistakable. “It's a well made rendition, nicely postmodern. Remarkably non-threatening 
unless you're a virulent racist,” I commented broadly, trying to figure out what was wrong with the 
picture.

“Her eyes, doctor...” Harbottle muttered. I really looked at the milkmaid's eyes. They had no 
colour, just black pupils and black irises. I felt so ignorant. The painting had been telling Harbottle 
he was under intense scrutiny. 

I snatched the frame from the wall, strode down the corridor, mounted the stairs and made 
for the front door. A foot before the door, my legs suddenly gave out and a migraine cleaved my 
head open, I felt like I might vomit. The painting skittered out of my hands and into the drawing 
room. My vision spun as I crawled after the painting but I rolled onto my side in agony when I got 
too close. As my eyes rolled back, I saw it, in the doorway. A dwarfish thing, no higher than my 
shins, its flesh jaundiced and head freakishly huge, in rags. All across its face and body were boils 
and sores, one shoulder had a pus stream bubbling on it, the other a horn-like protrusion. Its belly 
was bloated and it ran filthy claws over the rotund mass of its own guts; it grinned at me, teeth 
black spikes, and then vanished.

Stubbs stood over me, offering me a hand, “If it were that easy, I'd have done it myself.”
As I was helped up I answered, “I need to run some tests on that picture.”
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AN UNWELCOME GIFT

[Administrator, post reveals Hesselius family use of extrasensory forces. – Dr Zeiss]

Tuesday, October 2nd, 2012, continued

Reader,

I felt the need to break off my last entry as Dr Hesselius paused his tale. Martin rose after a few 
moments of silence and then asked, "Do you want a bacon sandwich, Joseph?"

"Vegetarian, sorry," I replied, I knew I was in trouble as his lips pursed. I was surprised then,
as he left the lounge without getting at me for this. I heard him in the kitchen, humming a tune 
loudly but undeniably well, as the bacon fried. Order was restored to the universe upon his return, 
when he passed me a cheese and lettuce sandwich as he said, "Only a vegetarian could be a grown 
man afraid of water and forced to be a PA."

"I thought I was a valet?" I replied.
"Valets are better than personal assistants, Joseph, you earn the right to be a valet," Martin 

riposted as he settled into his seat. He is consistent, I will say that for him. He resumed the story of 
George Harbottle.

*

I rushed back to my house, Stubbs drove us, and I ran to the guest room's wardrobe as the valet 
waited downstairs. I threw open the doors and scanned the spines for what I needed; I slid out 
Johannes Trithemius' The art of drawing spirits into crystals. My tool roll was in the guest room's 
chest of drawers, along with many other items of magical miscellanea; the guest room was my 
occult cabinet. I packed all my treasures into my satchel and returned to Stubbs; we raced back to 
Harbottle's place.

Once there, I went to the drawing room where Stubbs had placed the painting on the coffee 
table here before we had left. A white sheet covered it now, probably Harbottle's doing, though he 
was absent; he couldn't stand to be watched any more. I lifted off the sheet, fished my tool roll from 
my satchel, and opened Trithemius' thin volume to scan its text. I unfurled the roll on the ground 
and got out a white wax crayon. Around myself I drew a circle bordered by a larger circle, I could 
feel Stubbs wince at me drawing on the carpet. My hand returned to my satchel and retrieved a 
compass, I used that to find the cardinal directions; each direction I identified, I drew a Star of 
David at that point in the border. Between the Stars I wrote the Tetragrammaton, then Elohim, then 
Adonai, and then the name Michael in Hebrew. I looked to Stubbs, “Get me a mirror, a saucer, and 
close the blinds.”

I got paper from my bag, tore it in half and poked a hole in it with a Gracey curette from my 
tool roll. On the paper I drew a circle bordered by a larger circle, in the border I wrote thirteen 
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names for the Judeo-Christian god. Inside the circle, in its lower half, I drew a big Star of David, 
then wrote Michael in there in Hebrew; in the negative space around the Star I drew pentacles. The 
upper half of the circle had simply the Tetragrammaton again. (I kept writing Michael on everything
because it was between 8pm and 9pm on a Friday, don't ask me why the archangel likes to hang 
about just before the watershed.) I fed string through the hole and tied it off – this was my amulet. I 
hung it around my neck. From my satchel I retrieved two long candles; I held my lighter over their 
bases, stuck them to the coffee table, and then lit them.

Stubbs returned with a mirror, the one which I think should have been by the front door, and 
a saucer. He laid the mirror next to me and the saucer on the coffee table, I felt his unease about the 
wax on what was undoubtedly an antique. In a zipped compartment on the front of my satchel, I 
kept a silver ring on a necklace. I took this out removed the band from the necklace and placed it on
my left index finger. The ring's inscription was Loquimur vobis per parabolas. (You will notice 
Joseph, this same ring on my hand today.) I held my left hand over the mirror and intoned the blunt 
force jinx, “Occillo!” A shock wave flew from my hand. The glass shattered into large pieces and 
Stubbs gasped. I carefully lifted out the biggest fragment, then laid it over the painting. Harbottle 
entered the room slowly, I caught him out the corner of my eye.

“What's going on?” Harbottle asked, leaning in the door way. He was becoming weaker.
“I'm going to perform a spell to find out who did this to you, George,” I replied, shaking a 

pouch of frankincense and myrrh onto the saucer. I set the herbs alight with the other half of the 
paper I'd used for the amulet, catching it first on a candle; I let it burn out, all I wanted was the 
smoke.

“Do you know if this will work?” Harbottle shuffled further in with Stubbs' help, both sat 
down on a couch to watch me more closely.

“...In theory. Stubbs, hit the switch.” I waited, the drawing room lights went out. The soft 
candlelight was all we could see by. 

I breathed deeply, placed my left hand on my paper amulet, and began: “Oh, YHWH! who 
art the author of all good things, strengthen, I beseech thee, thy poor servant, that he may stand fast, 
without fear, through this dealing and work; enlighten, I beseech thee, oh YHWH!” The candle fires
leapt to be as tall as the table. “The dark understanding of thy creature, so that his spiritual eye may 
be opened to see and know thy angelic spirits descending here in this crystal…” I pressed my right 
hand to the glass shard. “YHWH, show me from whence came this wickedness against George 
Harbottle.” The candle fires blazed blue and the glass rippled under my hand. A face began to hazily
form in the glass like something in a dream. The face was confused, and then I read realisation, 
followed by concentration. My temperature rose as if in fever. I became hotter and hotter, began to 
feel close to vomiting, but all the while the face grew clearer. Somehow, despite my worsening 
body, my mind became sharper with the woman's expression. The instant before I could no longer 
fight, I perceived perfectly exactly where in the city she was. And then I was blasted away from the 
shard, out of my circle as the candles exploded to mounds of hot wax, over the couch behind me. I 
hauled myself up from under the upturned couch, my breath ragged. I knew a few things now: 
where Harbottle's tormentor lived, that they would be expecting us, and I could not hope (back then,
I should stress) to win a battle of attrition against them.

I sat up front, Harbottle laid in the back, Stubbs drove – we were headed to Brixton. “Can you think
of anyone that might wish you ill, George? Apart from anyone who simply doesn't like obnoxious 
people...” I asked the judge, as I fiddled with my silver ring. 

“I'm a High Court judge! I could name you twenty people this last month who've wished me 
ill, doctor!” Harbottle managed to sit up for his retort.

“I see your point,” I couldn't argue with him there. I heard cawing, it was a crow call. Then a
reply, and more replies, and even more raucous, guttural calls. Soon, every sound inside was muted 
by deafening crow calls and the beating of wings. I caught sight of a black mass in the wing mirror 
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and rear view mirror; I turned to look out of the rear window. A murder of crows swept up behind 
us. “Faster!” I shouted at Stubbs, smacking him on the arm. We picked up pace but the birds gained 
on us. Harbottle hid as the dark wings came up on either side. Suddenly, they attacked. They 
screamed at the windows as talons and beaks became a razor rain. The flock pulsed, going in and 
out in waves with each charge. Spider webs sprang up; I boggled when I saw Stubbs pull a revolver 
from inside his jacket, place it in his lap, and wind his window down when they pulled away again. 
Stubbs took up his pistol and fired up into the crowd. The whole load of them crashed onto us as 
one, the valet's pistol skittered out of his grasp, and the car went out of control. We careered into a 
phone box and the murder let up for about ten seconds. 

“Everyone out!” I burst out of the car at a run, the other two followed my lead, “Stay close!”
There was chaos in the street. Traffic screeched to a halt and people sprinted for cover; no one 
realised the birds were only after us. The murder reformed and headed back for another assault; I 
was sure they meant to kill us. I had very little time to think, I'd not learned many spells that weren't
rituals. I had to do something to stop them which wouldn't draw attention in the street. They'd been 
guided visually I reckoned, the mystery woman using them as one being to see and strike. So I held 
my hands apart as we ran for Kepler Road and cast “Talpa Sphaera!” I threw my hands apart and 
turned them outward to limit the sphere's spread. In the reflective bubble cast by a chameleon 
sphere spell, anything inside it blends in with its surroundings. I bid my companions to be still. The 
crows crashed into where they had expected us to be but met nothing.

I exploded the door of a nearby terraced house off its hinges with a blunt force jinx; stood 
behind it was a black woman in her 50s, her braided hair up in a floral headscarf, brandishing a 
shotgun.

“You could have knocked!” she snapped, her accent Jamaican and vaguely musical. She did 
bear a resemblance to the dark-skinned Milkmaid.

“I thought you'd appreciate the drama,” I lowered my left hand, I didn't want to antagonise 
her.

“...Will you be wanting tea?” 
And so we came to be sat around the living room table of an actually very pleasant mother. 

Constance Fielding was her name, and she joined us with a tea tray, the shotgun slung over her 
shoulder. 

“So Constance, what's all this about?” I asked, I liked Mrs Fielding, she was a good host.
“Perhaps you should ask Mr Justice Harbottle...” she sipped her tea, her eyes flicked to 

George and back to her saucer.
“Do you know Mrs Fielding, George?” I looked to him expectantly. Harbottle and Stubbs 

maintained expressions and stances of deep discomfort on the sofa, they watched Constance as a 
man watches a lioness newly alighted in one's bath. “George, I said do you know Mrs Fielding?”

“...I'm not sure,” Harbottle muttered.
“Really think about it, George, she did curse you and has tried to kill us today. In my limited

experience, strangers don't generally attempt murder,” I patronised him.
The silence which issued during his preponderance was embarrassing. Nothing but the clink 

of cup on saucer to occupy the time. When it came to him I could hear the cogs clatter in his mind - 
“You're Baxter Fielding's mother!”

“Yes, I am, Mr Harbottle,” Constance's tone had a little edge to it when she replied.
“Who is Baxter?” I pursued the point.
“He was convicted recently for drug dealing-” started Harbottle.
“Falsely,” Constance interjected sharply, “And this bastard dismissed his appeal!”
“I did my job, Mrs Fielding! I don't expect to have a bloody witch's curse put on me for 

doing my job!” replied George hotly. The situation was tense again since the woman did have a gun 
after all.

“Why did you curse, George?” I turned to Constance.
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“My son is innocent, I know he is – he couldn't have lied to a soul in that dock. He knows 
who did it too...one of the judge's friend's sons. Spoilt little rich boy wanted to slum it, try be a wide
boy, but all he did was stitch my Baxter up when the police came round. Said they were friends, 
which my boy thought they were, but he sold him out, said he was holding it for Baxter. My son 
could have gone to university, but he had this bastard for a judge!” Constance shook with fury, the 
table rattled. I held out a hand to her, to beg for calm, the room settled.

I turned again to Harbottle, “Did you know this?”
“Yes,” Harbotte looked abashed, his mouth had moved without him, “Well, we needed 

someone to go down, didn’t we? And who’s going to not believe a black boy from Brixton was 
dealing drugs?” The judge was aghast, he couldn't understand why he'd damned himself. 

“The tea, George, she's put a truth draught in the tea. Haven't you, Constance?” I asked her, 
but kept my eyes on my companions.

“Of course I have!” exclaimed Constance triumphantly. I slugged Harbottle in the chin. 
Stubbs' hand flew inside his jacket, but the gun he went for (a lot of guns for a valet) was 
telekinetically yanked away into the outstretched hand of Mrs Fielding.

“George, we need to have a talk about due process. And Mrs Fielding, I know a school or 
two that won't mind Baxter's record. I think everyone can walk away today curse and bullet free.”

*

Hesselius rounded out his tale with how he reported back to Dr March on the following Monday; 
that George Harbottle's condition should clear up in a few days. I knew my mouth lolled open like a
simpleton's catching flies. “You're a bleeding wizard? And you didn't think that was something to 
share when I said a river hag had bitten off my fingers?” I could barely compute everything I had 
heard.

“I'm not a wizard,” Hesselius scoffed.
“You bloody well are! Magic words, spirit crystals, and rings of power are things wizards 

have!” I was becoming hysterical.
“I'm more like a magical scientist, a 'thaumaturge', I wasn't born being able to do magic – 

well technically we all are, but like I said, I'll explain later,” everything he said was 
uncharacteristically vague.

“Who else knows that story? Who else did you tell?” I did laps of the lounge, my mind 
blazed like it had after Mother Jenny had attacked.

“Stubbs and Harbottle know of course, I couldn't slip them something to make them forget, 
those men needed their lesson in full. Baxter Fielding doesn't know his mother is a witch; he's a 
partner in a white shoe law firm over in the States now. Brad March and Neville Strangman 
knew...and Alana Byron,” he finished sourly on this last name.

“Who's Alana Byron?” his distaste had breached my bubble.
“She's the editor of Paranormal Magazine and got hold of the story from Stubbs; she has 

hounded me for years to get my side of it. Though that hasn't stopped her printing every last scrap 
of information she gets on me. Every month I have to jinx a clutch of paranormal enthusiasts off my
property...” he smiled wryly at that, it seemed to me he liked the attention of Alana and these 
groupies. 

“Why won't you tell Alana your half of what happened?” I sat back down, my panic had 
abated.

“There are unscrupulous parties who would use the information for less than pleasant ends,”
Hesselius had risen now, and collected up the plates.

“But don't you want the world to know you're not the ogre Stubbs probably painted you as? 
The world deserves to hear your life as it really happened,” I angled carefully.

“...If you can do it without Byron finding out!” Hesselius left for the kitchen.
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Thus, reader, you find yourself here. I am Joseph Freer, and these are the stories of Dr Martin 
Hesselius – those old and those yet to come.

[Administrator, as we had hoped, this has clarified for us the George Harbottle case. It is my hope,
as a researcher on the authentic Rosicrucian Order, that Dr Hesselius will give us further

information on this organisation. – Dr Zeiss]
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