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My dear friends, 

By the time you read this letter I shall be far away 
from London, taken under the wing of Theodore to 
goodness knows where. All that I know is that it must 
be safer than the city — safer for both me, and for those 
who I care about so dearly. I cannot stay a moment 
longer; too many people close to me have died and I 
daren’t put you in any more danger. Trust that I am safe 
— and that by my absence, you are safe also.

Along with this note, I also enclose the diary that 
I have been keeping since setting sail for these fair 
shores, and that I had hoped would chronicle my every 
adventure. How little I had realised then quite what an 
adventure it would turns out to be! Perhaps within its 
pages you will find some measure of understanding as to 
what horrors have befallen me since I found that strange 
statue, and perhaps you will understand why I can no 
longer be around you all.

I hope that when this is all over, I shall see you all 
again — but until then, do not be sad, know that I am 
well and do not try to find me! Instead, act on the 
information contained within my diary and find out 
who has committed this foul murder. For Archie’s sake.

W ith fondest wishes,

Neve
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~ Sunday 21st June, 1925 ~ 

At last this voyage is nearly over! It hasn’t been the most pleasant six days of my life; I’ve 
spent most of the trip confined to my cabin with a nasty case of mal de mer, but the last 
couple of days have been rather better and I am on deck enjoying the fresh sea air and in 
the mood for some social interaction.

I have so far avoided the company of my fellow passengers, partly because of my delicate 
state but also because I had packed a selection of improving books for the voyage and 
once I had sea-legs enough to enjoy them I spent many hours in my cabin reading. One is 
a volume on the archeology of the British Isles, which I am reading as preparation for the 
research I plan to engage in once settled in England; another is a quintessentially English 
Gothic novel, Emily Bronte’s Wuthering Heights. There was also a book from my mother on 
British etiquette, which I’ve granted a cursory glance. I’m sure my English relatives will 
pardon the occasional faux pas from their American cousin!

This morning the weather was fine, a blue sky with a scattering of cloud and a gentle sea 
breeze. I elected to take my book on deck and made myself comfortable on a deckchair. 
As it was still early in the morning, most of the other passengers were still at breakfast 
so I would be undisturbed for an hour or so. I was interrupted from my study of Mortimer 
Wheeler’s recent excavations by the sound of running feet and a voice crying “Hie! You stop, 
sir! Stop that man!”

A second later a man paused by my chair. He was not pleasant to look at, possessing a 
pallid and unshaven countenance topped by a battered white Panama hat. I noticed that 
his cream linen suit was extremely crumpled and bore many stains from the voyage. 
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He also, I’m afraid to say, exuded an unpleasant aroma not unlike rotten fish. The chap 
was breathing heavily and momentarily ducked down by the side of the chair, as if to 
conceal himself, before leaping up again and running a few yards down the deck before 
stopping suddenly, turning to run back the way he’d come then changing his mind and 
sprinting off in the direction of the lifeboats. All this just in time to evade one of the ship’s 
officers, a somewhat rotund middle-aged gentleman who trotted, puffing and panting, in hot 
pursuit. It was he, obviously, who had requested that the miscreant should stop.

Finding his quarry had made good his escape, I was subjected to a short interview with 
the officer. Had I seen a stowaway? In which direction had he gone? I attempted to return 
to my book but my curiosity was piqued so I took a walk along the deck in the hope of 
seeing the conclusion of the episode. There was a splash and both I and my new companion 
rushed to the side of the ship only to see the man in the water and swimming away 
at a frantic pace. The officer expressed his intention to launch a lifeboat and haul the 
miscreant back aboard. Before this could be done, however, the man sank under the water 
leaving only his Panama hat floating on the surface as a make-shift grave marker. The 
naval officer was concerned for my welfare, I being a young lady who had just witnessed 
either an unfortunate accident or a deliberate suicide, but I am made of strong stuff and 
was more intrigued than alarmed by the incident. Reassured, the officer departed for 
his cabin doubtless to make his report in the Ship’s Log. I resumed my reading only to 
be pleasantly interrupted by a steward bearing my morning tea and toast. Many other 
passengers were out and about now, unaware of the morning’s excitement. I decided to join 
the crowds at the rails to catch a first glimpse of my mother’s home country, England. 

As I got up I saw a small thing glittering in the sunlight, right beside my chair. It was an 
odd figurine, only about four inches in height. Examining it further I could see that it was a 
beautifully crafted golden figure of a man with a fish’s tail. How extraordinary! 
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The only people to have passed me that morning were the drowned man and the ship’s 
officer. I guessed that it was the drowned man who had dropped it. I should have reported 
it to someone, I suppose, but there was something about the statue that drew me in. The 
best way to explain it is like when my grandmother gave me a family heirloom, a bracelet, 
as a twenty-first birthday present. I didn’t have the slight discomfort that one gets with 
jewelery until one gets used to the weight; it felt like it had always been part of me. The 
statue felt the same. To give it up would have felt like giving up Grandma’s bracelet. I felt 
a little guilty, but I slipped it into my bag. I reassured myself that its curiously light weight 
meant that it wasn’t gold so it was probably a pretty trinket of little value.

We’re due to dock in Southampton in less than an hour and my Aunt 
Mildred is to meet me there. Mother has decided that this gal 
has been mixing with some odd company back home; there 
was that strange incident in Maine that quite ruined a family 
vacation, I suppose. I am, therefore, to stay with her sister, 
Lady Mildred Ashwood, in her stately pile in Surrey in the 
vain hope that it will transform me. 

I’ve wanted to visit England for a long time, to visit the 
British Museum and see the antiquities, but the only 
way I could afford it was if Mother paid, so I agreed. 
I’m not looking forward to seeing my cousin, Alice, again, 
though. She visited us some years ago and I found her to be a 
thoroughly spoiled little madam. She is eighteen now, so I’m sure she’s matured – almost time 
to disembark. I must pack!

~ Later ~ 

I want to record every little detail in this journal as this may 
be the only time I visit the Old Country and I want to look 
back when I’m ninety and be able to recall every day just as 
it happened! If every day is like today, however, I’m not sure 
that resolve will last very long.

Aunt Mildred was indisposed so the welcome party 
consisted of Alice, my Aunt’s maid, Bartram, and 
Grayson the chauffeur, a good-looking young chap 
who gave me a friendly wink as he loaded my trunk 
into the Bentley. Bartram appeared a bit of a sour 
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puss and gave me a cursory greeting followed by one of those looks down her nose, before 
falling silent for the remainder of the journey. 

Alice has turned out very pretty. My Aunt and my mother were similar in looks and Alice 
took after both of them being small, slender, blonde and blue eyed. I favor my father so 
there was little family resemblance. She welcomed me with a hug and spent the hour or so 
we were driving going over my itinerary for the following weeks. We would easily be home 
in time for dinner. Did I like duck? She and my Aunt had great plans for my stay. Tomorrow 
we would go into the West End and I could help her choose a new hat. She didn’t ask me if I 
cared for hats. I do not particularly care for hats. 

I said that I was keen to do some shopping but wondered if it might also be possible to 
take a little time to visit London’s excellent museums. Alice was unimpressed. Why would I 
want to look at a lot of boring old stones when London was so much fun? I hated myself for 
thinking it, as Alice was trying her best, but goodness me she’s going to be difficult to get 
along with! While a new frock or two would, of course, be the bee’s knees, I was running 
short of reading material and there is more to life than being in the fashion! 

I was quite relieved to finally arrive at the house, Boughton Court, a handsome square 
Georgian place surrounded by a beautifully kept garden. I was greeted by the butler, 
Jeffers, and then met Aunt Millicent at dinner, along with my Uncle Thomas. He’s a nice old 
buffer, as they say in Britain. See, I’m learning the local parlance already! 
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Uncle Thomas loves history too and we had a lovely chat about Roman mythology over 
the soup. Aunt Millicent interjected “Thomas, don’t bore Neve with that nonsense!” so, by 
the duck and green peas we were back to hats, frocks and what is showing at the picture 
house. I will make an effort to seek out Uncle Thomas tomorrow after we return from 
shopping.

~ Monday 22nd June ~ 

Today has been quite remarkably tedious. Aunt Millicent had decided to prepare me for 
my introduction into London society so after breakfast she summoned the Bentley and 
she, Alice and I motored into town to augment my wardrobe with a few party frocks. We 
collapsed into the motor in the late afternoon laden with boxes and bags of all kinds; so 
many that the friendly chauffeur had a job to fit them all into the trunk. 

The weather remained sunny and after being parked outdoors all day the car was very 
hot. As we drove back to Boughton Court, Aunt wound down the window and began to fan 
herself, complaining that she was feeling faint. Grayson pulled over and she hauled her not 
insubstantial personage out onto the grass verge. Alice twittered and fussed around her 
mother without actually helping the situation whilst I scrabbled around in my bag for the 
bottle of smelling salts I knew was in there somewhere. I located the small bottle and as I 
pulled it out something scratched my hand, badly enough to make it bleed. Alice called out 
to hurry up with the smelling salts so I pressed a clean handkerchief over the wound for 
a moment until the bleeding stopped then got on with playing nursemaid to Aunt Mildred, 
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who was perfectly fine after she’d got some fresh air. The emergency over, we piled 
back into the car and the rest of the journey passed uneventfully. The remainder of the 
afternoon was spent watching Alice try on all her purchases – very dull. 

In the evening, however, things became a little more interesting. My Aunt had invited a few 
of Alice’s friends over for dinner, reassuring me that it was not a party but simply a gentle 
introduction to a few people nearer my age. I was surprised when Alice tapped on my door 
while I was dolling myself up for company. She stepped in almost timidly, in a manner 
quite unlike the carefree ebullience I was growing to expect from my cousin. She sat on the 
bed watching me do my hair.

“I wish I had beautiful green eyes like you, Neve,” she said. “They’re like limpid pools. I 
read that in a book. It’s jolly poetic, don’t you think?” 

I laughed. “You have very pretty blue eyes, Alice. Everyone says so.” 

“I suppose you know that Daddy’s friend is coming to dinner?” she went on, twisting a lock 
of hair between long, beautifully manicured fingers. “I hope Mummy doesn’t make me sit 
next to Mr Albright. I don’t like him much.”

“I thought we were just expecting some friends of yours.” I replied. 

“We were but Daddy said as Mummy was entertaining he was sure one more wouldn’t 
make much difference. He’s an old chap, some kind of professor. He visits us sometimes to 
look at Daddy’s Roman things. He’s not very nice”. She shuddered. “Still, Honoria and Bingo 
are just lovely and they’re bringing a pal of Bingo’s too. We might still have a spiffing time”. 
She sighed and went off for her bath.

At a few minutes past eight a car horn honked noisily in the driveway and a motor car 
drew up and deposited three people at the door. The visitors were Alice’s friends, a cheery 
dark-haired young woman called Honoria and her husband, who I’m sure has a proper 
name but everyone calls him Bingo, even Aunt Millicent. Accompanying them was Bingo’s 
chum, Archie Glossop. Alice, Aunt Millicent and Honoria were soon swept up in much 
animated talk about Honoria planning a new garden for her and Bingo’s lovely house in 
Hampstead while I was left to chat to the rather quieter Archie.

Archie had an open, freckled face and a beautifully tailored dinner jacket that didn’t quite 
convince. What he lacked in elegance, however, he more than made up for in conversation. 
He and Bingo were old school pals and it was quite natural that they had shared a flat 
when both of them fetched up in London, before Bingo had married Honoria. He told me 
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that Honoria has a job, which is unusual for a woman of her social class. She works in the 
Houses of Parliament, so that’s all right, and it’s ever so handy when Bingo’s pater is sitting 
in The Lords. 

Bingo does something or other in publishing (I gather that the English upper class think 
having an actual job is rather vulgar) while Archie is an academic, researching all 
manner of interesting things to do with Middle Eastern history. He is currently spending 
most of his time at the British Museum cataloging a quantity of artifacts from a dig in Iraq 
which date back to the days of ancient Mesopotamia and are particularly relevant to his 
research interests. They have been in the museum’s stores for some years and Archie is 
anxious to finish the job so that more of them can go on display.

For the first time since I arrived in England I was feeling truly comfortable and happy.The 
conversation was fascinating and was only interrupted by the butler bearing a welcome 
glass of sherry. 

My Aunt was looking anxiously at the clock. I could tell that she was worried about the food 
spoiling; it was some twenty minutes later than we had intended to sit down for dinner. 
I could tell she was relieved when the doorbell rang again. A gaunt figure entered the 
drawing-room a few moments later. It was a gentleman rather short in stature and I would 
estimate his age at around fifty. He came accompanied by a slightly musty odor, not unlike 
the smell of a public library. This was obviously the “professor” Alice disliked so much.

My Uncle had been disinclined to join in the chat about how hard it was to get a good 
gardener and had kindly not interrupted Archie and I. He became very animated, however, 
when this dinner guest entered the room, shaking his hand for some time and exclaiming 
“Welcome, welcome, old fellow!” he gestured for the man to sit down but my Aunt 
intervened by asking Jeffers to sound the dinner gong.
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I was seated with Archie on my left side and Mr Albright, my Uncle’s special guest, on my 
right. I noted that my Aunt had placed herself on Albright’s other side. Alice must have 
been relieved. Jeffers poured some wine and Bartram served the soup.

Social convention dictated that by dessert I should have curtailed my chat with Archie and 
begun a conversation with Mr Albright. Although Alice and I have little in common I agreed 
with her opinion that Albright was not pleasant company. Even when my Uncle greeted him 
so effusively the man had barely smiled. He did, however, cheer up a little when I asked 
polite questions about his field of study. He explained that he was not in fact a professor, as 
Alice thought, but was actually a dealer in antiquities and rare books. My Uncle is one of 
his best customers and the two have been friends for many years. 

As he spoke, Albright leaned in towards me rather more than I liked. I could smell sour 
breath, stale tobacco and old books. He insisted that I used his first name – Ebenezer – and 
called me Neve, which I thought over-familiar given we had just been introduced. 

Further, as we talked he felt the need to emphasize a point from time to time, which he did by 
putting his hand on my knee. This made me very uncomfortable and I wished he would stop, 
but I didn’t want to make a fuss and risk offending my Uncle who obviously held the man in 
great regard.
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Archie, bless him, noticed me squirming every time Albright positioned himself closer and 
thought it best to intervene. 

“Mr Albright, I fear you are crowding Miss Selcibuc” he 
hissed.

Albright responded much more loudly. “I’ll thank you 
to mind your own business, Glossop! I’m sure Neve and 
I are getting along famously!” This accompanied by 
another pat on the knee, but this time the man did not 
remove his hand.

Albright feigned a smile as he responded to Archie but 
his face betrayed his true feelings, clearly showing 
anger at the younger man’s challenge. Conversation 
at the table stalled as Honoria and Bingo glanced first at their friend and then at Albright. 
Archie had flushed red and was also struggling to control his temper. His hands were balled 
into fists on the table. Aunt Millicent looked flustered and signaled to the butler to refresh 
everyone’s glasses. 

The rest of the meal passed in uncomfortable silence and I think all of us were relieved 
when Uncle Thomas and Albright took themselves off to the study with the bottle of 
whisky. My Aunt announced that she had a slight headache and was going to bed. Once 
she was safely out of the way Honoria, with a gleam of mischief in her eye, asked if the 
butler might fetch the gramophone. A few minutes later the furniture had been pushed 
back and I Wish I Could Shimmy Like My Sister Kate was on at full volume. Archie and 
Bingo improvised a ridiculous dance which quite restored the party’s good humor, then 
Bingo took Honoria’s hand and Archie mine and dragged us into the Charleston. Such 
fun! 

“Well I’ll say, Alice, this is absolutely the cat’s pajamas!” I opined, forgetting that my 
mother said I must remember to talk like a lady. Alice laughed and ordered the butler to 
bring champagne.

I decided that I’d been too harsh in my initial judgment of my cousin. She was rather 
shallow, perhaps, but she was sweet and funny and she certainly knew how to throw 
a party. Her friends were adorable – naughty, bright Honoria, amiable Bingo and shy, 
earnest Archie! I hadn’t expected to enjoy myself so much and was even able to forget the 
unpleasant episode with Albright for a while as we danced and danced, although I did 
refuse Honoria’s offer of a cigarette. 
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Alice and I waved our guests off a little after midnight. As the butler bustled about with 
coats, I saw Bingo lean forward and murmur something in Honoria’s ear. I caught her 
response. “Darling, there’s no harm in it and Archie hasn’t looked this happy since the 
wedding.” I took this to mean Honoria and Bingo’s recent matrimonials; Archie seemed like 
the kind of chap to take pleasure in his friends’ happiness. Then car doors slammed, the 
engine revved and wheels crunched on gravel as my new chums sped off into the night.

It was then that I noticed there was still a light under my Uncle’s study door. Alice hoped that 
Albright would not be staying the night; neither of us was keen to make his acquaintance 
again. Bartram appeared looking none too happy at having to work so late and started 
crashing bottles and glasses about in the dining room. Alice and I retired, but I couldn’t settle 
immediately and sat reading for a while. The grandfather clock in the hallway struck 2am 
before I heard Albright’s voice: “Goodnight, Sir Thomas”. There were footsteps on the landing 
and the door of the room next to mine squeaked as it opened and closed. Suddenly stricken 
with a case of the heebie-jeebies, I leaped out of bed and turned the key to lock my door. 
Bartram would just have to knock loudly when she brought me my morning tea! 

~ Tuesday 23rd June ~ 

10am

I am writing this in the garden of Boughton Court on a glorious morning of bright sunshine 
but with a gentle breeze quite unlike yesterday’s oppressive heat. Grayson had driven 
Albright into town before I came down for breakfast so I was spared another unpleasant 
episode. 
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Alice has a piano lesson and will be busy in the Music Room for at least another hour. 
Aunt Millicent is meeting with the cook to discuss menus for the upcoming Hunt Ball. I 
am left alone and am grateful for a little solitude. I’ve almost finished my books and am 
trying desperately to come up with an excuse to go into London and find a decent bookstore, 
preferably alone and avoiding milliners. 

Botheration! Just as I’m enjoying the peace and quiet, something comes along to disturb 
me! It sounds like the servants arguing and it’s rude to listen so I guess I’d better move.

11.30am

The morning started well but, like Alice in Wonderland, became curiouser and curiouser. 
The raised voices came from the small herb patch near the kitchen door and shielded from 
the landscaped garden by a hedge some six feet in height. I assumed that it was two of 
the servants who thought the garden to be empty, as they would be unlikely to raise their 
voices if a member of the family were present. Not wanting to hear the conversation or to 
have my quiet reading time disrupted, I stood up, hoping they would see me and desist, 
but the voices continued and got louder. Not wishing them to be embarrassed (and hoping 
they’d get it over with and go away!) I ducked into the summerhouse but couldn’t resist 
peering through the latticework screen to see what was going on.

Bartram was one of the speakers. Her voice was more shrill 
than that of the man she was addressing and thus carried 
further. It seemed that the chap had arranged to meet her 
on her evening off and accompany her to the pictures, an 
assignation that he had failed to keep. Bartram also 
indicated that it had been far too hot for her to be left 
standing about and that a number of other gentlemen 
would have been only too eager to view the movie in 
her company, her wearing her new bonnet and all. 
(What is it with these English and their hats?).

The male voice had been indistinct at first but as the 
two of them got closer I was able to discern a hint of a foreign 
accent, perhaps French, but the voice was too low for me to be sure. Bartram concluded 
the conversation by announcing that this would be “an end to the matter” and her suitor 
was summarily dismissed. She stomped back into the house through the kitchen door and 
he crossed the lawn towards the summer house obviously intending, rather impertinently, 
to leave through the front gates. He paused to light a cigarette and I got a whiff of strong, 
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sharp Turkish tobacco. The man was too close to my hiding place for my liking so I quietly 
stepped further back into the summer house, which was partially shuttered and so dark 
enough to conceal me. It was then that he passed by the window and I realized to my 
surprise that it was the man I had seen leap from the deck of the New York boat, not 
drowned after all!

I found it difficult to make small talk over dinner that evening. My mind was spinning with 
the events of the morning. What was that man doing at Boughton Court? What was his 
business with Bartram? Had he perhaps traveled to England to be with her? Was he her 
sweetheart? And, damn it, why wasn’t he dead? And now it is bedtime and I still haven’t 
puzzled it out! Mother says that sleeping on a problem often helps so let’s see if things are 
any clearer in the morning.

~ Wednesday 24th June ~ 

Things were certainly no clearer by breakfast time. Bartram had a face like thunder and 
I wasn’t at all surprised that she broke a plate clearing the table, she clattered the china 
around so much. Aunt Millicent had wisely decided to breakfast in her room and Uncle 
and I decided that ignoring the woman was the best option so chatted together about 
Middle Eastern mythology, a subject in which he was obviously well-versed. He had recently 
finished a book called A Summer in Nineveh which is an account of excavations in ancient 
Mesopotamia by an archaeologist called Reginald Campbell Thompson, which he thought 
I might enjoy. I said I would be delighted to borrow it and would collect it from his study 
after breakfast. That solves my problem of having nothing to read and I am grateful.

Alice was nowhere to be seen. When I inquired of Bartram she said that “Miss Alice has 
a headache and has gone for a walk. I’ll make her some toast later”. She said “toast” in 
the tone one might use when referring to a dead snake. Relieved of Alice’s company for the 
second day in succession I rushed to my room and soon became immersed in Thompson’s 
excellent book. I failed to notice the passage of time until my concentration was broken 
by the lunch gong at 1pm. Alice had not reappeared, much to Aunt Millicent’s annoyance. 
Bartram was dispatched to fetch the girl and reported that Miss Alice’s headache was no 
better and she would take lunch in her room. Aunt Millicent tutted but a tray was prepared 
and sent up while the rest of us settled to our food.

As the afternoon wore on, still with no sign of my cousin, Aunt Millicent announced that 
she would investigate and, if Alice were feeling no better, would summon the doctor. She 
returned to the Morning Room rather more hastily than she’d left and in a considerably 
more shaky state, repairing immediately to the telephone and requesting that the operator 
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connect her to Inspector Grimes at Guildford Police 
Station. It appears that Alice’s bed had not been slept 
in, while the French windows onto her balcony were 
wide open. Alice must have been gone all night.

Aunt Millicent immediately initiated a search of the 
grounds but nothing was found before the arrival of 
the police inspector. Grimes spent some time 
in Alice’s room searching for clues then took 
statements from my Aunt, me and all the 
staff.  

He was interested in the previous day’s activity. 
Had Alice gone off by herself at any point in the 
afternoon? Had there been any disagreement between 
her and my Aunt? Except for whether eau de nil or mint green was the most stylish choice 
for a hat, no. I did refer to Aunt Millicent’s dizzy spell but that hadn’t upset Alice unduly 
and was quickly resolved by fresh air and smelling salts. 

The Inspector made diligent notes, nodded wisely and made his departure without 
enlightening any of us as to whether he had identified any “leads” on Alice’s 
disappearance. Evening came. My Uncle returned from business and we three sat up 
together in uneasy silence until midnight, when my Uncle insisted I went to bed. 

Recounting the circumstances of my Aunt’s fainting fit reminded me of the tiny cut to my 
hand that I sustained whilst fishing in my bag for the smelling salts. I had intended to find 
out what had caused the injury and to remove the offending item. Tipping the bag out onto 
the dressing table I began to pick through the usual paraphernalia. I found my powder 
compact, a notebook, pen; nothing of note and nothing particularly sharp. 

As I went to tidy the things away into the bag, however, I felt something against the lining. 
I pulled gently and felt it tear away, it was obviously snagged on to the thin silk. It was the 
figurine, almost forgotten since my arrival in England. I hadn’t noticed when I found it that 
the very tip of the fish tail was broken, showing the base metal; it was needle-sharp. That 
must have been what had cut my hand. 

Raised voices downstairs indicated that Alice had returned. My Aunt alternately scolding 
and relieved, my Uncle’s measured tones. I decided that this was a matter for immediate 
family only and settled down to sleep.
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~ Thursday 25th June ~

When I awoke it was not yet dawn. I was conscious of a presence 
in the room and as I became more alert I realized that it was 
making no effort to conceal itself. I turned on the bedside 
light and saw Alice busily going through my trunk. She had 
already created quite a pile of items on the floor and was 
trampling on my favorite scarf. I called out to her to stop, 
but she paid no attention. I got out of bed and caught her 
arm. She made no acknowledgment of me, save to shake me 
off. It appeared that she was in a state of somnambulism. 

I decided to rouse my Aunt, but as I moved towards the 
door Alice dropped the purse she was holding and 
advanced towards me. Her eyes, which a moment 
before had been dead and unseeing, suddenly assumed 
a dangerous glitter. With strength greater than one would suppose in such a slight girl, she 
grabbed me around the throat with one hand and pushed me against the wall. The voice 
that emanated from her mouth was quite unlike her normal shrill tones. It was almost 
masculine, guttural. “Give it to me!”

My throat was so constricted that I could barely answer. “What do you want?” The hand 
pressed tighter. I could feel my windpipe being crushed and I could no longer speak. Alice 
released me as I was on the brink of unconsciousness. All I could do was collapse onto the 
bed. Alice resumed her search. 

The noise had woken the household. My Uncle and Aunt appeared, wearing dressing gown. 
My Uncle was carrying a poker, obviously suspecting an intruder. Alice turned to them, eyes 
still a-glitter “Give it… to… me!”

Uncle looked bemused. “Give what to you? My dear girl, you are sleepwalking! Let me help 
you back to bed.” 

His attempt to take her arm was repulsed with such violence that the elderly gentleman 
was quite thrown to the ground. Aunt Mildred backed off, terrified, muttering “The girl is 
possessed!” 

The creature that was Alice, the demon in girlish form, approached her mother. “Give it to 
me!” But all she received in response was a strangled gasp before Aunt Mildred went into 
one of her swoons. 
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The Thing-That-Was-Alice’s eyes glowed an unearthly red and then she slowly burst into 
flames.

First a bright blue light appeared around Alice’s solar plexus, clearly visible through her 
nightdress. The light intensified and coalesced into a circle of blue flame resembling a gas 
ring. As the flames spread Alice returned to her normal self, screaming in her natural 
voice. At that point Bartram ran in. The noise from my room had obviously been loud 
enough to reach to the servants’ quarters. Alice collapsed when her trunk was no longer 
able to support the rest of her body. In moments all that remained on the floor were two 
perfectly preserved legs and the upper portion of the body; the head, chest and arms were 
untouched. In between was nothing but a pile of silvery ash. The blue flames flickered and 
died. 

It is strange that people’s reactions to extreme circumstances can be so varied. Bartram 
ran to the fireplace and was sick to her stomach. I became quite mechanical in my 
movements and calmly put on my dressing gown before going downstairs to telephone for 
Inspector Grimes.

I have tried to recount the night’s events in as much detail as possible so that I might not 
forget anything that might be relevant to the police. The Inspector was woken and is on his 
way. I have quit the scene, having no wish to stay in the same room as what remains of my 
cousin. Bartram and I escorted my Uncle and Aunt out to the drawing-room where we are 
now all waiting for the Inspector to arrive. Seeing that they are both, understandably, in 
shock I have dispatched Bartram to make tea as I know that is how the English deal with 
things.

8am

Inspector Grimes has visited the… what? I cannot say it is a crime scene, for there is 
no evidence of a crime having been committed. All that can be said about the episode 
is that something jolly peculiar has taken place. It may prove not to be a police matter. 
Perhaps it was something medical? I am not aware of any condition that would engender 
spontaneous combustion, however. Grimes summoned the village doctor, more to be seen 
to be doing something than for any useful purpose. The doctor was, at least, able to sedate 
Aunt Mildred who had by that point become hysterical, screaming and crying. My Uncle 
remained quiet, retreating within himself. As Bartram evidently knew of Alice’s earlier 
disappearance but had not informed the family, she was taken off in a police car for 
further questioning. Eventually Grimes sighed, announced he was finished with the scene 
and that a file would be prepared for the coroner and made his departure. The doctor 
telephoned for the undertaker and Alice’s ‘remains’ were removed.
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9pm

I have settled on the drawing-room sofa with a blanket. Aunt and Uncle are already asleep 
after taking the powerful sedative prescribed by their physician. I was offered a dose of 
the stuff, but declined. The whole day has been utterly dreadful and someone needs to have 
their wits about them should something else happen.

~ Friday 26th June ~

There is to be a post-mortem examination of Alice’s remains today and it is likely she will 
be buried early next week. Uncle Thomas has gone to his study and my Aunt is staying in 
bed with nervous exhaustion. The doctor has just left. Only a few days ago I craved solitude 
but today I would so much rather have Alice’s silly chatter and yet another shopping trip! 
For myself, I am adrift. I really don’t know what to do for the best. To stay in my room may 
give the impression that I am uncaring or disinterested. This could not be further from the 
truth. Although Alice could be a silly goose, I had felt a genuine liking for my cousin and 
I do grieve for her. I have written to my mother to advise her of the death of her niece; at 
least I have spared my Aunt that ordeal. And I have spared my mother the details, simply 
saying that there had been an accident in the house.

Despite my distress at the death of my cousin I am intrigued by the circumstances of her 
death. To understand what happened may help me come to terms with it all. The room was 
fully illuminated and I was certainly awake enough to take the details of the event. Alice 
was not near the fire ,or any other incendiary sources. She was not carrying a candle; the 
house has electric light. And there is the matter of the sleepwalking to be considered. I 
understand that a somnambulist can behave in an extraordinary fashion, given that he is 
acting out his dream, but Alice’s frenzied searching was more focused. 

As I think about it, I recall an incident from some years ago. I had gone with a group 
of friends to a cabaret at a local theater. In between the second-rate comedian and the 
overblown opera singer came a stage hypnotist who took volunteers from the audience and 
used the power of mesmerism to convince them to do the most peculiar things for comic 
effect. One young lady was persuaded that she was swimming the English Channel and 
waved her arms around enthusiastically, opening and closing her mouth as though taking 
in and expelling water. A young man squared up for a boxing match with a coat stand, 
barking his knuckles when he attempted to, as he saw it, punch it in the face. I found the 
performance slightly embarrassing but there was no doubt that it was well-received by the 
majority of the audience. I am remembering this now because the glassy-eyed expression 
on the faces of these stooges, coupled with their complete lack of disregard for their own 
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safety, reminded me of Alice’s behavior last night. Could the power of auto suggestion have 
even caused her self-immolation, I wondered. The human mind is a powerful thing. I must 
break off my musings as Bartram is here. My Aunt wishes to see me.

1pm

I am writing this in the motor car on the way to Guildford railway station. The interview 
with my Aunt was not pleasant as we were both very upset. I understand completely her 
view that under the circumstances it is proper for me to curtail my visit and return home 
immediately. I am considering my options, however. I have a return passage to New York 
booked on a liner leaving Southampton in a month and I have a generous allowance. I 
am not anxious to return to the United States early and should manage perfectly well if I 
husband my finances, neither do I want to undertake a long journey alone when I am upset. 
But what to do in a strange country where I don’t know anyone?

Grayson has pulled in to the station forecourt. I have resolved to stay the night in 
the Queen’s Hotel there and consider my options. Perhaps I could find more modest 
accommodation locally and thus eke out my allowance until it is time to return home? It 
does seem a shame to depart without seeing a little of the mother country. And there is 
still the mystery of my cousin’s death. I am more than a little curious to investigate the 
phenomenon of her spontaneous combustion and would like to do so while the incident is 
fresh in my mind. For now I will take the smallest and most basic room in the hotel, a 
simple supper and bed.
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Midnight

It is after midnight and still I cannot sleep! The noise from the next room is incredible. 
Annoying English upper class braying laughter, the clinking of bottles – how can simply 
moving a bottle make so much noise? – and a gramophone playing popular dance tunes. It 
is quite unbearable. I shall complain.

4am

I have finally returned to my bed! Room number 14 turned out to be occupied by Alice’s 
friends Honoria and Bingo who were spending the night in a hotel because Bingo’s Crossley 
Tourer had developed some mechanical fault en route to London. The car had been fixed 
late that evening and they intended to recommence their journey early the following 
morning. I didn’t point out that is was already early the following morning. They were 
dancing the Black Bottom when I knocked on the door. Pausing only to wave aside my 
protestations that it was far too late, that I needed my rest even if they didn’t and that 
I rarely drank alcohol, I soon found myself with a glass of champagne in one hand and 
winding up the portable gramophone with the other. 

It did not take long for the bubbles to take effect and the 
evening proceeded much in the same vein until the 
hotel manager advised us that if we persisted in our 
antics he would be minded to call the constabulary. 
It is fortunate, perhaps, that ours were the only 
rooms occupied on that corridor. We finally retired just 
moments ago. I have promised to meet my friends for 
breakfast in the morning before they leave for The Smoke 
(I am getting to grips with the English slang!). I feel 
suddenly more cheerful; to forget the recent tragic events 
even temporarily has been a great benefit. Such a shame 
that they will depart tomorrow.

~ Saturday 27th June ~

I took Honoria aside first thing this morning and told her about Alice. She was, as I 
expected, very deeply upset. I used a similar form of words to those I had employed when 
writing to my mother, simply telling Honoria that there had been a fire at Boughton Court 
and that Alice had been trapped and killed. When she had dried her tears, my new friend 



23

inquired as to the cause of the fire. I said I wasn’t sure as it had broken out late at night 
when I was in bed. I did not lie but left her with a very different picture of the night’s 
events than what had actually happened.

When Honoria and Bingo came to leave the poor girl still looked very pale and sad. I’m so 
sorry I had to give her such bad news, especially as she had been so happy the night before! 
Bingo gave me a sympathetic look as the porter loaded their luggage into the trunk of the 
motor. I hugged my friend goodbye and sat in the hotel lounge to consider what to do next. 
I had a book with me, but couldn’t concentrate. I sipped tea, left my biscuits untouched and 
tried to motivate myself to do something, but it was so difficult. The events of two nights ago 
repeated themselves, unbidden, in my head like a stuck gramophone record. Suddenly the 
lounge door opened and there was Honoria. I saw just a flash of her customary mischief, 
which reassured me that she was already starting to come to terms with the tragedy.

“Neve” she said. “I’ve just had the most utterly topping idea!”

And I have had an interesting invitation. I could have exchanged my ticket and returned 
home earlier, but it seemed a pity to make a sea trip all the way to England then start 
the return journey after only a week. Honoria has suggested I accompany her and Bingo 
to London. I have no wish to impose, particularly as they lead such busy lives, but a stay 
in London does sound attractive and I find their company most agreeable. I have proposed 
a compromise. I will not stay with Honoria and Bingo. After all, our acquaintance is very 
recent! Instead, I’ll take lodgings in the city and we can meet for tea and so on as our 
schedules permit. This would also give me time to make my long-awaited visit to the 
British Museum and I can renew my acquaintance with young Archie Glossop! We squeezed 
both me and my luggage into the back seat of the Crossley and off we went.

~ Sunday 28th June ~

My bags had been hurriedly packed and Bartram was not careful. Clothes were squashed 
underneath books; dirty and clean garments packed together. I had set about repacking 
before I checked out of the hotel. As I went through the items I discovered once more the 
strange little item I had found in my bag. The merman’s face wore a baleful expression 
which was quite justifiable given the poor little thing had had its tail broken off. As I had 
nothing better to do, I decided that once I reached London I would take it to an antique 
dealer in the hope of gaining information as to its provenance and an indication of its 
value. Without giving many details I told Honoria that I had an antique to sell and she 
recommended a dealer on High Holborn with whom she had dealt in the past and judged to 
be fair in business.
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After seeing my trunk stored securely in the Left Luggage Office at the station I walked 
into town. The antique dealer was just about to close his store when I arrived but said he 
was happy to appraise the object given that the pretty American lady had made a special 
journey. He was young, perhaps only a few years older than myself, and became suddenly 
animated when I produced the artifact, wrapped carefully in a handkerchief. He screwed 
a magnifier into one eye, in the manner of a jeweler, and made a careful assay of the 
thing, confirming that it was indeed Mesopotamian and of some antiquity, perhaps up to 
a thousand years old. It was indeed made of a base metal plated with an alloy containing 
a high percentage of gold, and it was worth something in the region of a hundred pounds. 
Had the lady thought of selling, perhaps?

I said that I was not interested in selling at the moment but I was grateful for the 
information. The dealer seemed reluctant to give up the piece, however. Was the young 
miss sure? A hundred pounds would make her stay in London so much more comfortable. 
His voice assumed a wheedling tone. I eventually lost patience and grabbed the merman 
back. As I did so I again fell victim to the jagged tail, dripping blood onto the store counter. 
At that point the young man withdrew, looking angry. Why had I wasted his time when I 
obviously had no intention of selling the thing? His face reddened in fury, he flung open the 
door and could not have been more eager to usher me and my tiny artifact out of the store. 
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How peculiar! His reaction led me to wonder whether the merman was, in fact, worth a 
great deal more than the amount he had offered. 

As my modest means precluded another night at a hotel I decided to spend the remainder 
of the morning looking for cheaper accommodation. My limited experience of England 
suggested that store windows were the place to look if one wished to engage staff, buy 
a second-hand bicycle or seek a bed sitting room. A little store on the corner of New 
Oxford Street seemed as good a place as any to start with but it proved to be the first of 
a good many store windows before I found a suitable advertisement. A bed sitting room 
with shared bathroom and parlor was offered in a house on Grays Inn Road, within easy 
walking distance of the British Museum but out of the way enough that the rent was 
reasonable. I called upon the landlady, Mrs Williams, who showed me a simply furnished 
but neat little room. 

The other lodgers were young ladies studying at University College so there would be some 
intelligent conversation. Breakfast was included in the price and a gas ring in the room 
would enable me to cook for myself in between times. Mrs Williams was happy for me to 
take the room for only a month as term was about to end and the other girls would also 
be vacating the property for the summer. I paid a deposit and now here I am. While the 
last forty-eight hours have not been wholly pleasant, I have found congenial lodgings, more 
to my taste than my Aunt’s house in many ways. I will be able to further my scholarly 
interests and I have a delightful new friend. I also popped to the Post Office and telephoned 
to Honoria in Hampstead to pass on my new address.
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10pm

I was tired after staying up until the early hours so decided to retire early. I was tempted 
to close the window against the traffic noise of the city but it was another stifling evening 
and I needed fresh air. I heard a fire engine going past, the bell ringing then fading into 
the distance. An emergency was obviously being dealt with.

I turned down the oil lamp and was about to settle into sleep when there was a sharp sound 
at the window. It came again then a few bits of gravel sailed through the opening and landed 
on the night stand. Feeling more than a little apprehensive, I kept the light off and edged 
the curtain back a little. Bingo’s smart black motor was parked directly below the window 
and leaning against it was my new best friend Honoria. A stylishly dressed bird looked up 
and waved. It was Archie! How lovely! I waved back, threw on my dressing-gown and crept 
downstairs. The other residents were obviously in bed as the house was in darkness.

Honoria embraced me enthusiastically. “Darling, I know we weren’t going to meet until Friday 
but we are all off to an utterly divine supper club in Soho. We can’t leave you alone on your 
first night in London!” She gave me a look of mock pleading. “Oh do say you’ll come along! We’d 
simply love you to meet our friends.” Perhaps it wasn’t so late after all. And it was probably 
best to go with them before they woke my new neighbors. I dressed quickly, hoping my clothes 
would pass muster on the London jazz scene, then hopped into the back of the motor. Bingo 
revved the engine and tore off towards the West End. The Cosmopolitan was not quite as 
divine as Honoria had painted it, being a dingy basement  with a bar and indifferent catering 
but the company was excellent and the champagne flowed. I was surprised at how delighted I 
felt that Archie was there too. Conversation was difficult over the sound of the band but when 
they took a break Archie and I had an opportunity to talk. He expressed his sorrow at hearing 
of Alice’s death before we went on to talk of happier things. 
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A research paper Archie had written summarizing his preliminary findings on the 
Mesopotamian treasures had recently been accepted for publication in a very prestigious 
journal; he was very excited about that. Being by that time rather tipsy, I confided that I had 
a teensy Mesopotamian artifact right there in my purse. He said he’d like to take a look and 
I said to be careful as it was very, very valuable. Archie had a peek, agreed and asked me 
to take it in to the museum the following day as he’d like to look at it more closely. The band 
started up again and Honoria dragged me onto the dance floor. We danced until the place 
closed and Bingo, somewhat the worse for drink, dropped me back at my lodgings.

~ Monday 29th June ~

I met the other residents at breakfast. I was relieved that no-one commented on my 
nocturnal comings and goings; either I had been quiet enough or they were demonstrating 
typical English middle class politeness. There are three other girls, students called Louise, 
Joan and Mary who seem like agreeable sorts. We exchanged some polite conversation 
before our landlady provided a welcome interruption by delivering another pot of tea and 
yet more toast. As she set the comestibles down on the table she inquired if anyone had 
heard the fire engine last night. We all had, and she was obviously thrilled to disclose that 
the fire engine had been on its way to an incident in High Holborn. 

She believed it was a fire in an antique store. According to her friend the Post Mistress, 
whose husband was one of the attending firemen, the fire had been a peculiar one. The 
store itself was hardly damaged but the antique dealer himself had been severely burned 
and died in the infirmary shortly afterwards. 
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A fire in the same street as the store of the dealer I had visited yesterday and, by the 
sounds of it, a death in similar circumstances to Alice’s. For my own sanity I had to 
reassure myself that the fire had not been in the same store. Directly after breakfast I 
walked back to the store to investigate the incident for myself.

I found no reassurance there. The dealer’s store did not look as if it had suffered a fire. 
There was no evidence of scorching or smoke on the outside of the building but a black 
curtain had been hung across the window to prevent anyone seeing in. The building had 
been cordoned off and a policeman stood outside, presumably to preserve evidence and 
also because some of the antiquities therein were of considerable monetary value. I didn’t 
feel able to interview the copper; it would have been odd for a complete stranger (and a 
foreigner) to be so curious about the details of the fire. I certainly had no wish to implicate 
myself in the matter, given that I had been in the store the previous day and could well 
have left my fingerprints lying about. Instead I took a walk and tried to marshal my 
thoughts about what had happened.

It appeared that two very similar incidents had occurred in quick succession. My cousin 
Alice had been partially incinerated before my eyes and the antique dealer had apparently 
expired in a similar fashion within twenty four hours of her death. Do cases of this nature 
come in clusters, perhaps? Could the geography of the area be to blame? Is South East 
England on some kind of geological fault, leaking gas that then ignites? If so, why are only 
people and not property damaged? So many questions! If I am to investigate this mystery 
I first of all need to find out more about the phenomenon. London is blessed with a great 
many book stores and I did not need to walk far before I found a large one that obviously 
catered to the many students in the area. I was again concerned about appearing odd, as I 
am sure young women rarely seek to purchase books on such matters. 

Rather than inquiring with an assistant, therefore, I started by browsing the science 
section, but neither volumes on chemistry or biology yielded any useful clues. After some 
minutes a store girl came over and asked if she could help me. Admitting that my query 
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may sound rather peculiar I told her what I was looking for. She wondered if I had read 
any Charles Dickens. When I shook my head she led me to the fiction shelves and selected 
Bleak House.

“This may help with your question, miss,” she smiled. “That’ll be one and ninepence, 
please!” 

As the British Museum was between the book store and my new lodgings I decided to make 
that call upon Archie. His office was tucked away in a corner on the third floor of the 
building up a somewhat rickety staircase. It was small, dusty and full of interesting things 
on shelves. Books and journals occupied most of the space and all of them had bits of 
paper sticking out marking sections of interest and often with notes written on them. 

Some very old pottery took up the top shelf of the bookcase, one item of which caused 
Archie to blush – he seems to do that with very little provocation – it’s so charming! – as 
he whisked it into his desk drawer.

Archie was able to examine my little merman much more successfully in daylight. He 
pronounced it to be around three thousand years old; the dealer had either lied or been 
mistaken, but he did confirm the dealer’s hypothesis that it was Sumerian. Archie did not 
attempt to place a monetary value on the thing, but said that it would be of considerable 
value to his research. I immediately offered to loan the merman to him, instinct telling me 
that he would take the utmost care of it. 

He thanked me and offered me a cup of tea in return. He scrabbled around in the 
desk, eventually finding a packet of slightly soft ginger nut biscuits and we chatted 
companionably about his research. He had to attend a meeting with a professor later that 
morning so our tea was over too soon but we arranged to meet for supper the following 
evening.
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I took a walk after leaving the museum, returning to my room in the afternoon. I opened 
the brown paper parcel from the book store and flicked through the pages of Bleak House. 
I had tried to read Dickens a few years earlier but found him overly sentimental and not 
always believable. I was unwilling to cause offense in a country that holds the man in 
great reverence so thought it discreet to simply plead ignorance of his work to the store 
assistant despite the fact that Dickens is very popular in the United States too. 

I was not drawn into the story on this occasion either. Bleak House is a convoluted tale 
of an unresolved court case and did not appear at first glance to offer any hope of a 
resolution to either the dramatis personae or my problem. The second time around I spent 
slightly longer skimming each individual page and found this in Chapter 32, wherein is 
discovered the death of the gin-sodden Mr Krook: 

“Mr. Guppy takes the light. They go down, more dead than alive, and holding 
one another, push open the door of the back store. The cat has retreated 
close to it and stands snarling, not at them, at something on the ground 
before the fire. There is a very little fire left in the grate, but there is a 
smouldering, suffocating vapour in the room and a dark, greasy coating on 
the walls and ceiling. The chairs and table, and the bottle so rarely absent 
from the table, all stand as usual. On one chair-back hang the old man’s 
hairy cap and coat.” 

and

“Here is a small burnt patch of flooring; here is the tinder from a little bundle 
of burnt paper, but not so light as usual, seeming to be steeped in something; 
and here is—is it the cinder of a small charred and broken log of wood 
sprinkled with white ashes, or is it coal? Oh, horror, he IS here! And this from 
which we run away, striking out the light and overturning one another into the 
street, is all that represents him…

Call the death by any name your Highness will, attribute it to whom you will, or 
say it might have been prevented how you will, it is the same death eternally—
inborn, inbred, engendered in the corrupted humours of the vicious body itself, 
and that only—spontaneous combustion, and none other of all the deaths that 
can be died.”

Although Dickens did not detail the event as it happened but rather the aftermath, there 
were significant similarities between the fictional account and the real incident. Alice, 
thank heavens, did not leave any great amount of greasy residue behind. I am grateful 
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for that as to have overseen the clearing-up would have considerably distressed my 
Aunt and the process would have been unpleasant and irksome for the servants. Alice’s 
middle section was the only part of her body destroyed, whereas Krook was completely 
reduced to ashes. I noted that Krook died alone, which was also true of the man in the 
antique store. Comparing Dickens’ account with what I witnessed at Boughton Court 
and the little information I had about the death in the store, I saw a great deal of 
commonalities. I have no idea what conclusions the Surrey Constabulary had drawn 
about the death of my cousin but I have reached the certainty that Alice was a victim 
of spontaneous human combustion. How, though? And why? And why had this also 
happened to the oleaginous antiques seller?

My musings were interrupted by a knock on the door. Joan’s merry face peeped round and 
summoned me to the parlor. Her grandmother had sent her a large and delicious-looking 
fruit cake and Mrs Williams had put the kettle on. I was distracted for a couple of hours 
by cheery conversation and excellent food. Although my stay in England has been short, I 
have learned that there is very little which cannot be put right by a pot of tea and I did not 
demur when Mary set to with a toasting fork and produced a good plate of hot crumpets.
Time was getting on and my jolly companions had work to prepare for the following day so 
withdrew to their rooms. I had no wish to be on my own with my thoughts so I offered to 
help Mrs Williams wash the tea things; an offer which she was happy to accept. 

Although my staying there was a business arrangement the house was a friendly one and 
helping out with a little drying up and putting away was more an excuse to continue our 
conversation than it was an inappropriate blurring of the role of landlady and tenant. 
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As we worked, Mrs Williams passed on the local gossip (there seemed to be little the 
woman didn’t know; she was better than the wireless!) and the conversation turned 
eventually to the fire of the previous evening.

No further details had been forthcoming from the relative of the fireman but Mrs Williams’ 
niece Margery was walking out with a young man who had been to school with the 
deceased gentleman so my landlady was aware that the funeral would be in two day’s time, 
at St George’s Church. At that point I realized with horror that I did not have the details 
of Alice’s funeral, nor had I established whether my Aunt considered it appropriate for 
me to attend. I curtailed our chat and hurried to the Post Office to send a telegram both 
requesting information on the arrangements for Alice’s final journey and appraising my 
Aunt of my whereabouts.

After returning from the Post Office I went to my room and heated some canned soup on 
the gas ring which, with bread, formed a simple supper. I sat at the desk with a large piece 
of paper and cataloged the mysteries so far:

I felt unable to progress any further on the matter of the deaths. I had proceeded 
rationally thus far, but Alice’s demise had shaken me and I feared some form of delayed 
shock might affect me in the days to come. I turned, therefore, to Bartram’s foreign 
suitor. This was the first time I had been able to fully collect my thoughts for some days 
and once I set my full attention to the problem I concluded quickly that The Drowned Man 
had cultivated Bartram’s attentions to gain access to my Aunt’s household. 

It also occurred to me that he might have had a hand in Alice’s disappearance which had 
led, either directly or indirectly to her death. And moments before she died Alice had been 
in my room looking for something. This must have been the tiny merman. 
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All right then. So The Drowned Man had stowed away on the ship with the merman before 
accidentally dropping it as he leapt over the side, faking his death to throw the ship’s 
officer off his trail. Quite how he was able to survive in the water I have no idea. 

Once we’d landed at London he’d taken steps to find me and recover the statuette. Maybe 
he’d been able to trace the registration plates on the Bentley. He’d befriended Bartram 
in order to get into the house but she, being such a sour puss, had rejected him quick-
smart when he stood her up at the picture palace, leading to the quarrel I’d overheard 
in the garden and him stomping off through the front gate. So far the hypothesis hung 
together well but didn’t altogether explain later events. 

The Drowned Man may have engineered Alice’s disappearance – she seemed the type 
who’d easily be charmed away – but her actions after her return and the circumstances 
of her death still make no sense. When The Drowned Man visited Boughton Court 
why did he leave by the front gate? The likelihood of someone seeing an intruder was 
extremely high and my Aunt would have been on the telephone to the police like a shot. 
Come to think of it, why didn’t I raise the alarm?

So many thoughts all pouring out onto the paper!

I heard the grandfather clock in the downstairs hall strike midnight and decided to end 
my investigations for the night. I had made some headway at least and would formulate a 
plan for further inquiry in the morning. 
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~ Tuesday 30th June ~

I write this after a night of very little sleep. So many unanswered questions made it 
difficult to settle. Once I had fallen asleep my dreams took me back to the night Alice 
died in my room and I lived again the blue flames that took my cousin away before I 
woke covered in sweat and terrified. I tossed and turned and tried to get back to sleep 
but something else had begun nagging at me. Turning over in my mind the events of the 
last day at Boughton Court I realised that one more thing didn’t make sense. 

Bartram had been into Alice’s room at least twice between when she disappeared 
and when my Aunt realized she’d gone. She’d reported to Aunt Millicent that Alice 
was unwell and would prefer to take her meals in her room, but my Aunt had later 
discovered that Alice’s bed had not been slept in. It appears that Bartram was complicit 
in Alice’s disappearance, which I was beginning to view as an abduction. I wondered if 
the police inspector had made that connection when he interviewed Bartram and that 
was why she had been taken away for questioning. By then the room was bright with 
early morning sunlight despite the drapes so I gave up trying to get back to sleep and 
recorded my thoughts in this diary.

It was not long before the household was up and about. Joan 
and Mary were already tucking into scrambled eggs and a 
large quantity of toast when I went downstairs but Louise 
was not yet at the table, which Mary said was peculiar as 
she tended towards early rising. I offered to rouse her 
and went back upstairs to her room, which was at 
the back of the house down a short passage and 
slightly out of the way of the other bedrooms. 
I tapped on the door, which was slightly ajar. 
As there was no answer I hoped Louise would 
not think it impolite for me to go in and wake 
her rather more directly. She thanked me for the 
call, blamed a faulty alarm clock and hurried off 
to wash. 

As I descended again I heard a bump behind me. I knew that all the other occupants of 
the house apart from Louise were in the kitchen. I retraced my steps again and heard 
shuffling sounds from my own room, followed by another bump. Intrigued, I opened the 
door. Suddenly a strange smell assailed me.
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1pm

I’ve never felt less like writing. I have the worst headache and it’s so dark in here that I 
can hardly see to put the words on the page. It is vital that I make a record, though, as it 
may eventually provide evidence in a court of law. I hope that the case will be the trial of 
my abductors, not of my murderers. 

The strange smell must have been chloroform; my watch tells me that several hours have 
passed since I went into my room and I am certainly no longer at Mrs Williams’ house. I 
am now in a wooden crate. There is a little light coming through gaps between the planks 
and my captors have not felt the need to tie me up, the lid of the crate being firmly nailed 
shut. I am grateful for being able to move a little but I am still suffering from the most 
dreadful cramp and would very much like to stretch out my legs. 

I have been placed in a sitting position with my head close to the roof of the crate, which 
must be about three feet square. My captors have left my bag with me, although I can 
tell they’ve gone through it. I’m guessing they were looking for the merman which is, 
thankfully, with Archie Glossop. I wish I’d gotten rid of the damn thing earlier!

Midnight

A loud noise roused me from my soporific state. This was swiftly followed by a tremendous 
jolting. I was grateful that I had not eaten that day as the combination of the anesthetic 
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and the motion made me feel extremely sick. I realized that I must be in some kind of 
vehicle and as I focused more on the sound it appeared that I was on a train, probably 
in the guard’s van.  After several stops and some hours I felt the crate being unloaded. I 
banged and shouted but whoever was handling this piece of priceless US cargo must have 
been in cahoots with my captors as the response was the heavy thud of a fist on the side of 
the crate and someone telling me to shut up.

I have no idea where I am, but it’s not in London. 

~ Wednesday 1st July ~

It is morning and I am in the countryside somewhere. The flight was not long so I’m 
guessing I’m still in Britain. I couldn’t see much once the plane had landed. It was dark 
out, so no light penetrated the gaps between the planks of the crate. There was a lot more 
bumping and I got pretty shaken up as my prison was loaded onto a cart – there was a 
distinct smell of horse – and the journey from the landing strip wasn’t smooth like a road 
but more like a dirt track. I think we landed in a field somewhere. I’ve never been to an 
aerodrome but I guess it would be noisy and busy whereas this place was real quiet apart 
from me hollering to be let out. 

Eventually the cart stopped and the lid was levered up. I could barely stand after being 
squashed up for so long and they took advantage of this to clap a cloth soaked in more 
chloroform over my mouth and nose. I woke up this morning lying on a bed in an old 
cottage. The window to my room has been nailed shut, but I can see a little garden outside 
and a beach beyond that.
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A man came to get me. From his accent I could tell that 
he was the one who’d told me to be quiet the night 
before. He didn’t say much but I think he’s Scottish. 
Perhaps we’re in Scotland then? He was a lot taller 
and bigger than me and very strong. I tried to fight 
back but he grabbed both my wrists and held 
them before half dragging, half carrying 
me downstairs. 

Part of me wasn’t surprised to see The 
Drowned Man there. He was sitting at 
a table with a teapot and sandwiches in 
front of him. It all looked very civilized but 
I was in no mood for a tea party. 

“What in the name of all that’s holy is this?” I yelled, more angry than frightened.

Imagine a lizard smiling. He looked like that. 

“There is very little here that is holy, Miss Selcibuc. Are you 
a religious woman, I wonder? Will your God come to your 
rescue, do you think?”He waved to a chair beside his 
own. “Sit. Have some tea.”

“I don’t think so!” I spat back. “Let me out of here now 
before I scream the goddamn place down.”

“Please feel free”. The reptilian smirk again. “I 
should enjoy that. We’re about thirty miles from 
the nearest town so you can shriek your little 

heart out. In fact you should, then I won’t have to 
rip it out myself.”

“If you’re trying to scare me, I’ll say that you’ve got the wrong gal!” I snapped back. 

“You’re a challenge. I like that.”

He grabbed my arm suddenly and in one swift movement bent it back behind me. The pain 
was excruciating. I jumped up and kicked the chair over but he didn’t let go. He called for 
the goon who’d fetched me downstairs and between the two of them they got my hands and 
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feet tied to the chair. It was pointless to try and get free, at least while they were watching 
me. I made up my mind to save my strength until I had a realistic chance of escape. Soon 
it was just me and The Drowned Man.

“Now Miss Selcibuc, I think you have something that belongs to me. It’s very precious, a 
family heirloom you might say. Why not just hand it over and we’ll say no more about it?” 
He leaned in close to me and I felt the cold steel of a knife gently stroke against my throat.

“I don’t have anything” I gasped. “You want the little 
statue? It’s in London. I don’t have it. It’s safe and you 

won’t get it.”

“The statue, yes. Yes, that’s part 
of it. I want the little statue. But I 
need something else as well.”

The Drowned Man put down the 
knife and produced a cigarette 

lighter from the pocket of his 
jacket. He took a candle from the 
mantelshelf. 

“You see this candle, Miss 
Selcibuc? Without the flame 
it gives no light. So I apply 
the lighter, so, and here is 
the light. So it is with the 
merman. On its own, no 

light. With the lovely Miss 
Selcibuc there is much light!” 
This seemed to amuse him and 
he chuckled to himself for a 

moment before grabbing the candle and thrusting 
it into my face. “The candle is very pretty, yes? It makes a pleasing 

light but it can also destroy. Oh yes, it is very destructive.”

He was so close that the smell of rotten fish almost overwhelmed me. It was then that I 
noticed something strange about him – he had slits behind his ears. They didn’t seem to be 
from an injury – they were open cuts but healthily pink, not scars or wounds. He brushed 
the candle flame lightly against my cheek and I could feel it burn. I gritted my teeth.
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“You monster!”

“Miss Selcibuc! Is that any way for a well-brought up young lady to talk?”

His face was close enough for me to send some well-aimed spittle his way. Then he hit me. 
Hard.

“Go back to your room, Miss Selcibuc. We’ll talk again later. And don’t waste energy trying 
to escape.”

Once I was back in the bedroom my fear abated somewhat and I was able to think about 
what he’d said. Something about applying the lighter to the candle. Then I had a thought 
which should have occurred to me much earlier. Both Alice and the antiques dealer had 
been not just in my company but in the company of the merman shortly before they died 
and on both occasions I had cut myself. 

Was it possible that my blood had somehow triggered the weird blue flames that had led to 
their deaths?

Stunned, I contemplated my involvement, albeit unintentional, in the deaths of two innocent 
people. That was nonsense, of course, I told myself. The merman was just a pretty trinket, 
me cutting myself a coincidence. I did think, however, that if I’d had the thing with me at 
that moment I would have had another go to see if the magic worked on The Drowned Man. 
I wouldn’t have minded seeing him burn horribly.
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Magic? In the absence of a more rational explanation it would do as a working hypothesis. 
So let’s think this through. The merman has some kind of magical ability that is 
activated by human blood. Once it is active it sets things on fire. No, it sets people on fire. 
Specifically, it sets people that try to take it from me on fire. Alice had been looking for it 
in my bag, the dealer was most anxious that I sell it to him, but it didn’t affect me when I’d 
appropriated it from the Drowned Man, although he wanted it back enough to pursue me 
from Southampton and kidnap me to heaven knows where.

And if it was magical and I was the key, exactly how much of my blood did The Drowned 
Man need in order to activate it? I fought to pull myself together. If my theory was correct, 
The Drowned Man wouldn’t hurt me too much until me and the merman were in the same 
place. He’d want to conserve my blood for whatever he had planned. I shuddered to think 
about that.  

My family on my Daddy’s side were of good pioneer stock. I was damned if my family line 
would die now. I mentally pulled my wagons into a circle and looked for a means of escape, 
struggling to take a hold of my whirling thoughts and to focus. It seemed to me that using 
the merman as a bargaining tool would give me the best chance. My bedroom door was, of 
course, locked. I hammered on it and yelled.

“OK, you win! I’ll tell you where to get the merman!”

After a few minutes I heard footsteps on the stairs. They were light, so probably The 
Drowned Man rather than his Scottish sidekick. Yes, it was The Drowned Man.

“I thought you could be persuaded to see sense.” That lizard smile again. A fly buzzed 
against the window and I imagined his tongue flicking out to devour it.

“The merman is in London with a friend of mine, Lavinia Thompson,” I lied. “If I can 
telephone to Lavinia she can arrange to send it to me. But you must promise, please, on 
your honor as a gentleman that you will release me once you have it”. If the truth be told I 
thought it unlikely that he possessed any honor and he obviously was no gentleman but my 
ploy coupled with his evident greed for the artifact did the trick.

“Very well. McDonald will drive us to the Post Office and you can telephone this Thompson 
woman from there. I will be with you all the time and if you try any nonsense…” He drew 
his finger across his throat, making a hissing noise.

If my theory about how the merman worked was correct, he was bluffing just as much as I 
was. My blood had proved suited to activating the thing and I guessed and conjectured that 
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not everyone was able to do that. If my guess was accurate, it was in his interests to keep 
me alive at least until he had the merman.

A small van was parked outside the cottage, to my relief. I found the idea of a thirty mile 
journey by horse and cart decidedly unappealing. The drive was unpleasant enough, much 
of it being on dirt tracks before we eventually joined a properly metaled road and, in due 
course, another major road. There were few signposts but I did see one that said Aberdeen 
15 Miles. The Drowned Man noted what I had seen and ordered McDonald to pull over while 
he blindfolded me. I could see from the position of the sun that we were heading west. 

Before we reached Aberdeen, however, the van halted and The Drowned Man uncovered 
my eyes. We were outside a small village post office where there would be a telephone. 
Thankfully I had memorized Honoria’s number. Fortune had further favored me by putting 
the telephone in a corner at such an angle that The Drowned Man wasn’t able to get in 
close. I asked for Hampstead 7934 as quietly as possible and hoped he hadn’t overheard. A 
few moments later I heard a cheery “Hallo, hallo! Hampstead 7934”. Bingo, thank heavens!

“Hello, Lavinia this is Neve. I’m sorry I couldn’t meet you for lunch yesterday but I wondered 
if you’d mind sending me something?” 

Bingo was a bit of a rum cove, but he was no-one’s fool. “Neve, are you all right?”

“I’m having a lovely time, darling. I’m on holiday. Could you please send the little blue box 
I left at your house to the Post Office at…”  I checked the information on the telephone dial 
“Balmedie? It’s a rather spiffy brooch. Got a very important party to go to!”
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“Righty-ho old chum. Toodle pip!” And Bingo rang off.

I don’t know how much Bingo had got from that conversation but he’d seemed to get the 
idea that something was wrong. Now I just had to wait it out and hope that he worked out 
that there was no little blue box and that I was somewhere near Balmedie.

~ 2nd-4th July ~

The last two days would have been extremely dull had the tedium not been interspersed 
with moments of blind panic. It was late afternoon by the time we got back to the cottage 
and McDonald immediately dragged me up the stairs to my room and locked me in. It was 
clear that nothing more was to be done until “Lavinia” sent the merman. I dreaded to think 
what would happen if The Drowned Man did somehow get hold of the thing.

A couple of hours later McDonald came up with a tray of sandwiches and a tin mug of 
water. There was nothing hot in case I threw it in his face and ran for it. The only sanitary 
facilities in the room were a jug of cold water and a bowl for washing and a chamber pot. I 
had the indignity of watching McDonald leave with my waste in a pot. Horrible!

And that was it until Monday evening. I lay on the bed and watched the sun sink slowly 
below the horizon, but I couldn’t sleep. My host had not been thoughtful enough to provide a 
nightgown and I didn’t want to risk either of the creeps seeing me in a state of undress.
All I had with me was my bag with a little money, my diary and the usual feminine 
accoutrements; my hairbrush, compact, a handkerchief. My wristwatch enabled me to keep 
track of the time. I missed the chiming grandfather clock at Gray’s Inn Road.

Dawn comes early in Scotland in summer. I lay on the bed as the room slowly lightened. 
Suddenly I heard the sound of a car horn outside. Bingo’s Crossley! I threw the drapes open 
and sure enough there were Bingo and Archie waving up at me just as if we were off for a 
night on the town.
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“Hurry up, old thing!” Archie called and then, in an appallingly bad American accent, 
“Time to split this hyer joint!” The situation might have been dire but I laughed despite 
myself. The chaps had not arrived quietly and my captors were unlikely to give them a 
ticker tape welcome.

I heard a shot ring out and ding off the Crossley’s wing mirror.

“I say! Take care, old man. This is premium British engineering” shouted Bingo. Another 
shot, then I saw McDonald emerge through the front door. This was obviously the scenario 
Bingo and Archie had planned for. The final shot came from Bingo’s revolver (Bingo had 
a revolver?) and the goon fell to the ground. My two friends charged through the door and 
I heard the sound of feet hurrying down the stairs. Then The Drowned Man was yelling 
in the hallway. He was not speaking English but I could tell from the tone that he was 
employing every cuss word at his disposal.

There was much scuffling and banging about then a heavy, dull thud. I heard Bingo yell out 
but I couldn’t work out what he’d said. Feet thundered up the stairs and I heard Archie on 
the other side of the bedroom door.
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“Neve, get away from the door. Shout when you’re clear.”

“I’m standing on the bed. I’m clear!”

Archie threw his whole weight against the door which shook and shuddered. A few seconds 
later he did it again and once more before the lock splintered and he half-fell into my 
room.

“Darling, are you all right?” he gasped. “Let’s get you out of here before that bally scoundrel 
wakes up”. 

I hadn’t realized how badly my ordeal had 
affected me until I tried to move. As I stepped 
down off the bed my legs wobbled and gave 
way and I collapsed back on to it. Archie came 
over to help and I’m ashamed to say I started 
sobbing. He put a protective arm around me 
and helped me, slowly, to descend the stairs.

Bingo hadn’t been idle while Archie was 
rescuing me. The Drowned Man had been trussed 
up like a Thanksgiving turkey and dumped 
unceremoniously outside the front door. Bingo 
and Archie helped me into the back of the 
motor and fussed around no end, making sure 
that I had enough rugs and offering me sips of 
brandy from a hip flask. Then Archie’s face grew 
serious. “Close your eyes, Neve”. I didn’t want to, 
but I complied. There was another shot and then 
Bingo revved the engine and the Crossley pulled 
away.

“Cheerio, you cad! Good riddance to bad 
rubbish!”

I was shivering despite the warm weather. Archie said it was shock and that the brandy 
would help but they were going to drive to the nearest town and get me looked at by a 
doctor before we returned to London. Under the circumstances he suggested that we 
probably shouldn’t call the police. 
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I was intrigued about how they’d found me. 

“Oh that’s easy, old thing” said Bingo. “I was at Cambridge with one of the local laird’s 
sons. His pater owns half of Aberdeenshire, including the village you telephoned from. 
I had a little chat to Mervyn on the old dog and bone and got him to poke about a bit. 
He had a squizz at the letting records from his father’s estate and found out that that 
one of the estate cottages had been rented just a day or two ago by a chappie who paid 
a month’s rent up front in cash. Put two and two together and reckoned it was worth a 
punt. And young Archie here rather fancied a run out.” So the information I had given 
them about the location of the Post Office had been useful insofar as it confirmed 
my general location. There was a substantial town within ten miles of my prison; The 
Drowned Man and McDonald must have driven around some to confuse me. We broke our 
journey there and I saw the town doctor at Archie’s insistence. We told him that I’d been 
feeling faint and hadn’t been eating. His verdict was that there was nothing wrong a decent 
lunch wouldn’t put right but what I really yearned for was a hot bath. 

The run back to London would take a couple of days anyway, and once we’d satisfied 
Archie’s anxiety about my health and welfare I was keen to get as far away from that 
darned cottage as possible. Bingo declared that he loved the open road and the wind in 
his hair, pulled on his driving goggles and pulled down a loud check cap and off we went 
rather faster than was sensible. Bingo might have been a tad reckless but the roads were 
clear and we made it over the border into England before nightfall. We took lodgings in 
a pretty country inn. Bingo and Archie shared the room next to mine as I didn’t want to 
be too far away from my friends. I couldn’t escape the fear that The Drowned Man would 
find me somehow. For now there was a hot meal, a hot bath and a warm, comfortable bed. 
Heaven!
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All my dreams were nightmares that night. I woke screaming in the small hours and Archie 
came to comfort me. “Archie,” I said, “Bingo shot that man, didn’t he?” Archie didn’t say 
anything. He just and nodded. “How could Bingo do that to another human being?” I gasped.

“Neve, that creature was not a human being. Every day he lived you were in terrible danger. 
Go to sleep now.” I fought sleep but my eyes closed anyway. The hotel landlady woke me 
with a tray of tea. It was mid-morning and my conversation with Archie seemed like just 
another nightmare.

~ Sunday 5th July ~

We motored in a more leisurely fashion today and easily reached London by late afternoon. 
Bingo drove directly to the house in Hampstead where Honoria was waiting anxiously.

“Neve! Oh thank God you’re all right. We were so worried. First Alice and then…” she broke 
off with tears in her eyes. “Not to worry old thing. All serene now!” laughed Archie, jollying 
her along. She smiled and hurried off to put the kettle on.

Honoria wouldn’t hear of me returning to Mrs Williams’. She said it was far more of an 
imposition to be worrying about my safety all day and night than it would be for her to 
have me staying. 
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Honoria was clearly in no mood to argue so I assented. It was agreed that Bingo and I 
would drive over to Grays Inn Road the following day to collect my belongings and I would 
take possession of a small attic bedroom, close enough for Honoria to keep an eye on me, 
but quiet enough for me to have a little privacy if required. 

~ Monday 6th July ~

Honoria insisted that I should rest following the Scottish episode, but I felt quite well this 
morning and after a late breakfast I decided to visit Archie at work. This was to be my 
first experience of London’s omnibuses, but I managed to navigate with reasonable ease 
the route to Archie’s office and arrived in time to whisk him off to Lyons Corner House for 
lunch.

After the Nippy had brought our ham salad and a pot of strong tea Archie and I settled to 
a discussion on the merman. I shared my suspicions about a link between the merman and 
the deaths of Alice and the antiques dealer, feeling like a prize idiot for even suggesting 
that magic was involved.

Archie had already assured himself of its antiquity and said that further study carried out 
after I’d passed the thing into his care had led him to categorize it as a votive object; that 



48

is, an object designed for veneration. It is likely that the merman was originally crafted for 
use on a household altar. Further, he believed it to be one of a number of objects discovered 
in Nineveh and that had subsequently been reported missing presumed stolen. As if that 
wasn’t enough, what Archie said next rather took me aback. He felt he had gone as far as 
he could in analyzing the merman and the next step would be to consult an expert in the 
esoteric use of such objects.

Did Archie believe that the merman did indeed have magical powers? It seemed to me 
extraordinary that a well-educated chap such as my friend would believe in such things 
but then again, the possibility had entered my own head and I do not consider myself to 
be superstitious or gullible. I assented and asked if I could go with him when he took the 
merman to be appraised. Archie agreed but cautioned me that the expert was not in the 
academy, as he put it, but was none other than the odious Mr Albright. I hadn’t realized 
that the two men knew each other. There had been no hint of any kind of relationship at 
Aunt Millicent’s dinner party. The only time that had spoken to each other that evening 
was when Albright’s behavior crossed the line of acceptability and Archie felt honor-bound 
to step in. 

“Albright’s a rum cove,” Archie explained. “I try and avoid the man as much as possible but 
he is a valuable source of rare books and the occasional old item. Heaven knows where he 
gets them from. I think it best not to inquire into his sources. Anyway, if you need to know 
about the use of votive objects in the magic of ancient civilizations then Albright’s your 
man.

“Neve, if we are going to investigate fully what this thing is capable of – and there is the 
possibility that it’s not capable of anything magical at all – you will need to be there. You 
said that the fires happened after your blood got onto the merman. Nothing happened when 
it was simply in your possession. Also, what The Drowned Man said to you suggests that you 
were in some way able to activate the thing unconsciously.”

I saw the turn that the conversation was taking. Archie wanted to try my blood on the 
merman to see what would happen. I was worried.

“Archie, Alice didn’t even touch the merman and she died. What if we call up something 
and it burns us.” Truth be told, I was less concerned about any ill-effects befalling Albright.

“That’s why we need our Ebenezer. He’ll probably have some millennia-old scroll or another 
that’ll cast some light on the matter and if there are any references to this kind of magic 
in the ancient texts, they should tell us how it works and how to control it. I’m not aware 
of anything in either the British Museum or the Institute of Archaeology’s collections, so 
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unfortunately we need to pay a visit to one of the most revolting men ever to draw breath.” 
He smiled. “Sorry about that, old top. Ready to go?”

It was a short walk from Tottenham Court Road to Museum Street. Albright’s store was 
small and dingy. The window display was not immediately appealing, consisting of a 
number of small terracotta pots and lamps on cheap wooden shelving. Through the window 
I could see shelves of books in the dimly-lit interior. I noticed that Archie took a deep 
breath before pushing open the door.

The store door was fitted with a bell that didn’t so much ring as rattle, but was loud enough 
to summon Albright through a door that led, I thought, to a store room or perhaps a kitchen. 
The musty smell of books that clung to him habitually permeated the room. There was no 
store counter or till, but a small schoolroom desk occupied one corner of the store. On it was a 
receipt book and on the floor beside it were large rolls of brown paper and string. 

The rest of the store was similarly cluttered. Books lay in piles at intervals on the floor 
while the center of the store was occupied by a large rug which had at one time been pale 
green, I think, but was now an unattractive shade of khaki. 

Albright seemed surprised to see us. The thick layer of dust covering every surface 
suggested that he didn’t get too many customers. There was no welcoming smile, nor did I 
expect one. He shuffled over to Archie, getting very close before he muttered “Glossop. What 
do you want?”
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Archie explained that we were looking for Albright’s opinion on a small artifact which had 
recently come into the collection of the British Museum. This white lie was, I know, told to 
protect me and I was grateful. 

The merman had been carefully wrapped in layers of felt before being placed in a small 
wooden box. Archie handed the entire package over to Albright who took it over to the desk 
and began to unwrap it. He took great care over this process, producing a velvet covered 
pad from a drawer and placing the merman on it. He took a magnifying glass from the 
same drawer together and spent some minutes scrutinizing the object, turning it gently. 
Finally, and oddly, he sniffed it and touched it, just for a second, with the tip of his tongue.

“It’s been used fairly recently. In the last two weeks, I’d say”. I had imagined that Albright 
would begin his appraisal in the same way as Archie and the dealer had: age, provenance, 
cash value. But Albright was as unorthodox in this as he was in his table manners. His 
inspection complete he moved quickly to the door of the store, turned the sign to Closed and 
locked it firmly. Then he turned to me. 

“Miss Selcibuc, perhaps you and Mr Glossop would step this way?” He indicated the door to 
the back room whence he had come some minutes earlier. I hesitated. Archie, his normally 
cheerful face very grave, nodded assent and we entered the back room. Albright followed 
us in and closed the door but did not lock it, which was a relief to me. 

The room was lined with bookshelves, like the store, but there was no other furniture. The 
floor was almost totally covered with a worn Chinese carpet. It had obviously fallen foul of 
more than one moth infestation and was peppered with burn marks which I guessed were 
either from a candle or one of Albright’s cigarettes. 
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Ushering us to one side, Albright swiftly rolled up the carpet. The floor underneath was 
of bare floorboards that had been sanded and varnished but so long ago that the varnish 
had turned very dark and was considerably scraped and scratched. What was truly 
remarkable, though, was that in the center of the floor was a full magic circle. I knew 
enough about the things to identify that that was what it was but anyone who’d ever read 
a fairytale, even, would be able to work that out. The circle was made up of a number 
of concentric bands all picked out in red or white paint. The outer circle was in Latin, 
which was perhaps to be expected, but none of the glyphs beyond that corresponded with 
any language I had ever seen. Not Latin, not Greek or Cyrillic either. In the center of the 
circle was a pentagram, that universal symbol of diabolism. Overlaid on that design was a 
creature very similar in shape to the merman but about two feet across. Albright put the 
merman, still on its little green cushion, onto the pentagram-and-merman design before 
stepping back out of the circle, bowing reverently. 

“This is weird,” I whispered to Archie, who motioned me to be quiet.

Albright took a bundle from one of the shelves. Unfolded, it was a dark blue robe. He took 
off his jacket and put it on, knotting a light blue cord around his waist. He closed the 
curtains and lit an oil lamp that was on the floor in one corner. Then he raised his arms 
and began to chant.
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“Ia! Ia! Ia Dagon. Ia! Ia! Ia Hydra! Hail to the father and mother of the waters 
whence comes all life. Attend us now in our solemn rite!”

The shadows cast by the light seemed to change and to move. No, they were definitely 
moving, there was no illusion. The shadows spun faster and faster and it felt like I was 
watching some huge, crazy zoetrope. The walls began to glow gold, the shadows more 
dark green than black. There was a sudden acrid smell like rotting vegetation, no, rotting 
seaweed. Albright continued to chant, his words, the light, the smell all combining to assail 
my senses. Confused, I stumbled against Archie. He put a protective arm around me but 
neither of us could move. I glanced towards the door in my panic, but I could not have 
crossed the room and left; my feet felt like lead.

Then I felt another presence enter the room. I sensed rather than saw something. The 
smell intensified and the shadows flickered as if someone were passing their hand in 
front of the lamp. One of the shadows detached and floated into the center of the circle, 
forming and reforming, sometimes in the shape of a man, then breaking up, diffusing and 
reforming into something indescribable. With each mutation it became more and more 
solid until it eventually resolved into a monster. 
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The creature stood like a man, being fully bipedal but with flippers like a frog’s instead 
of hands. Its eyes bulged in the manner of The Drowned Man’s but were even larger 
and more exaggerated. It seemed to be clothed in seaweed and it smelt like a midden. 
With a final, triumphant howl Albright seized me and dragged me into the circle. I 
was momentarily dizzy and fell on my knees. Albright grabbed my arm and used the 
merman’s broken tail to cut it. This was not a scratch, as had activated the thing before 
but a bold slash that cut my arm almost from wrist to elbow. As my blood flowed onto 
the floor it formed into tiny beads that were taken up into the air and apparently 
incorporated into the monster. 

The creature seemed to be feeding off me. Soon it seemed to me to fill the whole room. Its 
arms, if such they were, resembled fronds of seaweed and wrapped themselves tightly 
around my body. I struggled to breathe. Then, just when I felt as if all was up with me, 
two things happened very quickly. I could hear a voice, faint and far off. I realized it was 
Archie, outside the circle and chanting:

“Ia, Dagon! Ia, Hydra! It is not yet time. I command your servant to depart from 
this place! Ia, Dagon! Ia, Hydra!”

The creature hesitated then recoiled as I felt sudden heat on my back. As it fell away 
I could see the same blue flame that had consumed Alice. There was an abominable 
smell like burning manure and the thing was gone. It had not been consumed by the fire, 
although it was undoubtedly damaged by it. It seemed like Archie’s bizarre chanting had 
dismissed it.

Albright stood outside the circle rubbing his hands and smiling. It was not pleasant to see. 
“Capital!” he chuckled. “Absolutely splendid! And now, dear lady, you shall tell me how 
you did that. You would, perhaps, like a cup of tea? And he shuffled off back into the shop 
leaving a room full of foul-smelling steam and one very bemused lady behind him.

As soon as he’d gone I hissed to Archie “Was that magic? Since when can you do magic?” 
Archie shrugged. “I wouldn’t call it magic as such. These things respond to certain words 
that carry some kind of force. It’s like calling your dog; it doesn’t know what the words 
mean; it just knows to get its ball or sit or something. Except dogs possess far greater 
intelligence than one of these things.”

“What was it?” There was no time for Archie to answer as Albright had returned bearing 
a tray with a teapot, some rather chipped teacups with no saucers and, incongruously, a 
packet of digestive biscuits.
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“Dig in, dig in!” he encouraged us. His attempt to smile looked like a wolf baring its teeth. 
“I say, this is capital! Utterly topping, as you young folk would say!” I had found Albright’s 
usual dour demeanor sinister enough, but this volte face was even more disturbing. 

Archie’s eyes flashed. I could tell that he was having a great deal of difficulty in containing 
his temper.

 “I have no wish to detain you further, Albright. You have demonstrated all too clearly what 
this thing can do. Miss Selcibuc, if you are ready”, he took my arm and we walked towards 
the door. “I’ll thank you to unlock that, Albright.”

“But Miss Selcibuc hasn’t had her tea,” purred Albright. “What sort of gentleman would I be 
if I didn’t offer a lady a cup of tea?”

“You are no kind of gentleman, Albright” snapped Archie. “In fact, I consider you a rank 
outsider!” He marched smartly to the door and put his hand over the lock. There was a 
loud snap and the door swung open.

Miss Selcibuc, if you would. I bid you good afternoon, Albright.” 

Albright assumed a mocking tone. “A good afternoon to you too, Glossop. And I think you’ll 
find that we are all are outsiders”.

Then we were out on Copenhagen Street Street on a lovely June afternoon. 

“Archie, what in heaven’s name happened in there?” I gasped.

“I think you’ll find that heaven has very little to do with it, Neve old thing.” Archie 
answered. “I will explain as best I can. For starters, I think we need tea. Tea and cake, in 
fact.”

“Archie, I think Albright just tried to kill me. We don’t need to go to a tea shop, we need to 
find a constable.”

“I disagree, old thing. You need tea before we do anything. You’ll feel better then, trust me.”

As Archie had proved himself eminently reliable so far, I agreed to go to tea with him 
provided we got clear of Copenhagen Street. We found a place in Holborn and Archie 
ordered. Although it had only been an hour or so I realized that I was ravenously hungry 
and soon we were digging in to tea and scones.
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Archie took a deep breath. 

“I need to explain what has just happened”, he said.

“Just a bit!” I agreed.

“Very well. Your little merman is, as you know, of great antiquity. It’s almost certainly one 
of the artifacts found by Campbell Thompson in Nineveh. As a votive object it would have 
been kept in a household shrine and treated with the same veneration as a god. Nineveh 
eventually fell to the armies of its subject states but not everyone could flee. The invaders 
brought new ideas and most people grew to worship the gods of their new rulers  but some 
continued to honor Dagon in secret. 

Thousands of years of human thoughts and feelings, prayer energy, if you will, all stored up in 
this little object. A man could have buried it to protect his riches when the invaders arrived, 
or it might have been buried later, to hide it from no-believers or simply because no-one 
believed in the god any more. Then Thompson found it. It came back from Iraq – along with 
hundreds of other artifacts – but somehow got lost or stolen along the way. It’s as likely it 
turned up in New York as anywhere else. Then your Drowned Man stole it and was bringing it 
to Blighty when it all went awry and the statue ended up with you, old thing. ”

“The Drowned Man took it and that’s why he was on the liner?”
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“That’s right. I don’t think he stole it for its monetary value, either. If that chap isn’t one of 
Dagon’s then I’m a Dutchman!” He thumped his fist on the table for emphasis. I plied the 
teapot and refilled both cups.

“That would also explain why he didn’t drown. The God of the Waters protects his own. 
When he dropped that little merman – fishman is more accurate actually – he missed 
something that I picked up the very first time that I met you. Honoria did too. You have 
latent magical abilities. That’s rare. And the first interaction you had with the fishman 
was to offer it a sacrifice, your blood. Even though that was unintentional it was enough to 
awaken it.” He saw my surprise and gave me a tired smile.

“It is conscious, Neve. It is living, despite being forged in metal by a man thousands of 
years ago. The best explanation I can give is that it ’s a conduit to the god, to Dagon. 
He can connect with you from, I don’t know, another dimension, perhaps. You offered 
him blood and he did something in return. He sent his holy fire down on those that 
displeased you.”

Overcome with guilt, I confess that I started to cry. So I 
was responsible for the death of my cousin and of the 
antique dealer. I was a murderer.

“Alice was a goose and the dealer was a bounder 
but I didn’t wish either of them any harm. I feel 
so bad.”

He handed me a clean, freshly pressed 
handkerchief.

“Neve, you had no way of knowing. You didn’t 
know you had magical ability never mind how 
to control it, to channel it. This really wasn’t 
your fault. And you did just save both our 
lives.”

“How so? What exactly happened in there?”

“Albright could see, as I did, that you were 
attuned to the object. So he summoned an entity – a demon, you might call it – to 
test his hypothesis. Dagon’s will was greater than that of his servitor, so you won. Hence 
the blue fire. If your attunement wasn’t strong, that thing would have killed you for certain 
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and the warding Albright put around the circle would have killed me when I intervened, as 
I would have been honor-bound to do.”

“Archie, are you a wizard?”

“I’m a ritual magician, Neve. So is Honoria”. He sighed. “We haven’t been entirely honest 
with you. You are our friend and we have the greatest affection for you, but we have also 
taken a professional interest, as you might say, since we met you at Boughton Court. 
Honoria twigged first of all that you had some talent and then you told me about the 
fishman. We were intrigued by you. Honoria was anxious to keep you near to her for your 
own protection and seized the opportunity to bring you to London although we were all sad 
at how that came about.”

“And Alice?”

“About as magical as that teapot. But a more loyal, generous and affectionate friend 
you couldn’t find anywhere. I have something to tell you. You finding that statue was no 
coincidence. In fact, I think it found you. Neve, where are your family from?”

“My mother is English. My father from New England.”

Archie smiled. “I thought so. Neve, this might come as a bit of a shock, but I don’t think you 
are entirely human.”

It is a measure of my regard for Archie that I didn’t slap his face right there and then.

“Dagon was never a major deity in Nineveh. You won’t find him in any standard works on 
Mesopotamian religion. Dagon was a water deity and the few depictions we have of his 
worship show people with gills like the Drowned Man and, I’m afraid, big eyes like yours. 
It’s many thousands of years since Nineveh was sacked and the people fled. In time, they 
bred with ordinary human beings and these, er, characteristics disappeared, or were 
softened at least. You’ve just kept the beautiful eyes.

“There’s a war going on, Neve. These artifacts were stolen for a reason. We believe that 
unscrupulous people, occultists, plan to use some of them to summon an old god and 
bring down terrible tribulation on mankind. The Drowned Man was fighting them but only 
because he wants his god, Dagon, to return. He was prepared to sacrifice you, to destroy 
your immortal soul, Neve, to make that happen. Bingo and I didn’t just protect you because 
you are our friend. We protected you because we have sworn a sacred oath that if this 
happened …” He tailed off, choked with emotion.
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“I think it’s time for you to join us, Neve. We need to tutor you, to show you how to control 
that massive reservoir of power. And we need to take proper care of that fishman before 
someone else dies.”

I didn’t need to think about it. “Archie, I’d be honored. What now?”

“ For now, I think it best that your little fishman remains with me, where he can’t do any 
harm. This evening, my dear Sotor Neve, we must pay a brief visit to the Wentworth Club .”

Bingo, Honoria and I left Hampstead at twilight and drove into London, eventually parking 
outside a smart building in Mayfair, one of a number of private clubs in the area. The brass 
plate to the left of the door confirmed that we had reached our destination. Once inside, 
Honoria ushered me through to the Ladies Lounge. 
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“Welcome to the Wentworth Club, Neve,” she smiled. “They’ve got some funny ideas about 
women but they’re good old duffers really. Let me introduce you to some people then we’ll 
have dinner and talk magic!”

The doings of the Wentworth Club are, I feel, rather too esoteric to commit to a diary 
that might easily be read by one’s servants. I can say that I met some charming people 
tonight. I was especially excited to meet Theodore Rayburn-Price, who was happy to talk at 
length about antiquities and expeditions to far-off places/ We got on like a house on fire. 
There was also a cake-eater called Aloysius Delgado who flirted quite outrageously with 
Honoria, much to Bingo’s amusement. We left around midnight, Bingo speeding us back to 
Hampstead in the Crossley.

~ Tuesday 7th July ~

Today started with a telephone call from Archie. He was taking his first proper look at one 
of the boxes from Reginald Campbell Thompson’s Nineveh dig. Would I like to join him? 
Would I! I was on the omnibus into town in a trice! 

The items for examination were wrapped in felt and then packed in straw. Archie 
unwrapped each one in turn and I recorded his observations in a notebook. After a while, 
Archie put down a small golden animal and turned to me. 
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“Look Neve, there’s something you should know. I asked you to come today so we could 
get this stuff cataloged in a hurry. I believe someone’s stealing things from the Assyrian 
Gallery and I want you to help me. We need to keep accurate records of what we’ve 
got, certainly, but are you up for something rather more useful, and a great deal more 
exciting?”

“What are you suggesting?”

“We don’t have enough evidence to call the police and if we’re up against what I think 
we’re up against then I don’t want to get them involved. Taking good descriptions of these 
items is the first step. Thank you for your help with that. If there has been thieving, I think 
it’s happened at night. The museum does have security, but they can’t be everywhere at 
once. Will you stay here with me tonight in the Assyrian Gallery? I want to be here when 
those blighters come back. I swear they won’t get a bally sausage while Archie Glossop’s on 
patrol!”

It sounded like an adventure. Overnight in the British Museum in charming company. Of 
course I assented. A bell rang and Archie looked at his watch. 

“Closing time. Let’s get some air and come back in an hour. The museum staff should have 
left for the day by then.”

As we made to leave the museum the professor supervising Archie’s research hoved into 
view. Archie swore under his breath. 
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“Sorry old girl, but I have to go back to work. Could you take this?” Archie presented me 
with a small, heavy package. “I’ve drawn a blank but I know it’s important and I know it 
didn’t come from that original dig. Can you help me find out more about it?” 

I sat on a bench in the grounds of the museum and carefully unwrapped the package. It 
was one of the felt-wrapped artifacts, a small, heavy statuette of a bearded man emerging 
from the body of another man. Unlike my little fishman this was obviously solid gold. It 
was no less disturbing. I had no idea what it was but I knew someone who probably did. I 
sighed. Time to visit Mr Albright.

My interview with Albright was conducted on a more equal footing on this occasion. He 
knew what I and my little fishman could do and did not try to provoke me in any way, 
although simply being in his presence made my flesh creep. He was extremely excited by 
the statue, repeating “Nabu, Nabu!” over and over. He muttered something under his breath 
about a chap called King, who I knew to have been directing the Nineveh excavations with 
Thompson. Putting together Albright’s observations with what Archie had said earlier that 
day, it seemed that there had been a second dig and this statue was from it. 

It must depict the god Nabu, who I knew to be the Assyrian deity of writing. Albright didn’t 
want to discuss the matter further and in fact was keen to usher me out of the shop. He 
was pale and shaking and his demeanor terrified me. I was confused about why Archie 
had entrusted me with the statue of Nabu. How did he expect me to get more information? 
Then it occurred to me to hurry back to Honoria’s and telephone my Uncle.

He was pleased to hear from me and reported that my Aunt was as well as could be 
expected, although the household was still in deep mourning. Bartram had been released 
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without charge as the police were unable to extract any useful information from the 
woman; needless to say she’s been sent packing! My consulting him on the matter of the 
statue would, he said, distract him from the dreadful events for a little while so he was 
happy to help me. 

Half an hour later I had discovered that my Uncle had a great deal of knowledge in the 
matter of Assyrian mythology and he was able to explain the worship of Nabu in some 
detail. I scribbled the details of my visit to Albright on a picture postcard that I’d bought to 
send to my Mother and just caught the last post.

As I couldn’t get back into the museum without Archie I abandoned the idea of a night time 
vigil and passed the evening with Honoria discussing the Wentworth Club. She filled me 
in on the details; who the important people were, Lord this and Lady that, all at top speed 
until I couldn’t possibly take it all in. Bingo came home from his office and the evening 
ended quietly and quite early.

~ Wednesday 8th July ~

This afternoon brought a telephone call from Uncle Thomas. The postcard had arrived 
by second post and he was interested to read its contents. He suggested that I go to see 
Archie and that the three of us put our heads together, via the miracle of telephony, to see 
if we can between us establish the true significance of this statue. Something in his tone 
indicated that he would not be surprised by Archie’s occult interpretations. As a friend of 
Albright’s I imagine he had encountered items of this nature before. 

It’s three o’clock now. Just time to hurry to the museum and tell Archie that my Uncle is 
prepared to aid us in the matter of the statue.

6pm

My heart is broken. Archie, I promise on my life that I will find out who did this to you. You 
will have justice. Rest in Peace my best friend.

I am going to the Wentworth Club now. I have nowhere else to turn, and I will not bring 
dear Honoria or Bingo any deeper into this.
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Keeper’s Notes – How to Use this Book

If you are a Call of Cthulhu player, it’s probably best if you put this book 

down now. If you’re the Keeper, we present to you a handful of ideas as to 

how you might use The Journal of Neve Selcibuc in your games.

•	 The journal is designed as a prelude for The Curse of Nineveh 

campaign, also published by Cubicle 7. The scenes and events the 

journal describes will eventually trigger the start of the campaign, 

and	 in	particular	 the	first	 adventure	 therein,	Ancient Echoes. The 

most straightforward way to use the journal is therefore simply 

to read through it prior to play, to accustom yourself with an 

extended background to the characters that appear in The Curse 

of Nineveh, especially Ebeneezer Albright, Bingo and Honoria 

Pinker, Theodore Rayburn-Price and poor, dear Archie.

•	 As the journal is designed to resemble a real-world artefact that 

might be given to the investigators – in Chapter 1 (see The Curse 

of Nineveh,	pages	32),	specifically	–	at	the	appropriate	point	of	the	

game simply hand it to the players. This might be best done towards 

the end of a session, so that they might have the chance to read it 

before you next play. While in The Curse of Nineveh, Neve relates 

the events described in the journal (on page 31), reading it will allow 

the	players	to	get	the	full	flavour	of	the	backstory	for	themselves	and	

glean their own clues. Just warn them not to go off on a red herring 

in pursuit of the merman statue (see below).

•	 Neve has had a rum time since arriving in London, and yet only the 

last few pages of the diary tie directly into The Curse of Nineveh. 

This means that the events of the rest of the book are ripe for use in 

another scenario of your own making! What was the strange statue 

that Neve found, and to what end did the Drowned Man intend to 

put it? The Drowned Man was almost certainly not alone, so what 

of the remains of his cult? Perhaps a trip to Scotland is in order 

(see Shadows over Scotland, also published by Cubicle 7), or 

perhaps the cult will come to London in search of vengeance. And 

what of Neve’s strange heritage, alluded to by Honoria and Archie? 

Might there be more to that mystery than has been solved – could 

she still be in danger?
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