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THE FINAL CHAPTER 

 

It was a dull, wintry day in mid-December and the afternoon 

was dragging.  I had the heater going full bore under my desk and my 

legs were still going blue from the cold.  Being the museum assistant 

had its good points, like getting to see all the artefacts up close before 

they were shut away in glass cases for the public to see but it also had 

its bad points.  Like having to actually deal with the public.   I was 

firmly of the opinion that some people shouldn’t be allowed out into 

the outside world.  Based in the town centre, buildings like the 

museum seemed to attract all manner of crazies and weirdos but 

fortunately security were a dab hand at getting them to leave.   

Today it was as quiet as the grave and hardly a soul had come 

been in to visit, not even the usual rabble of students who like to take 

over the place at lunchtimes.   With a sigh I bent down to delve about 

under my desk to turn the heater off.  The damned thing was sending 

me to sleep.   

“Hello?”  

I gasped with surprise and smacked my head on the desk as I 

rushed to stand up.  I rubbed the back of my head and tried to gain 

some semblance of composure.  A smartly dressed woman with a 

briefcase in one hand stood there looking at me with an expectant 

look on her face. 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said with a clipped English accent.  “Are 

you alright?  I didn’t think there was anyone there.” 

“No, it’s fine, I’m okay” I said, forcing a smile.  “Can I help you?”  

She looked me up and down and I raised an eyebrow at her overt 

rudeness.   

“I’m looking for the Roman exhibition,” she told me curtly. 

“Upstairs,” I replied perhaps a little frostily.  “If you follow the 

corridor along until…” she wasn’t even looking at me anymore, for 

goodness sake!  Her eyes kept wandering off to the side to look at 
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something behind me.  I cleared my throat to get her attention.  God, 

these people.  Who did they think they were?  Her eyes flipped back to 

me and she gave me a nice fake smile.  “As I was saying,” I tried again.  

“If you follow the corridor along until…” 

“I’m sorry,” the woman interrupted me.  I bit the inside of my lip 

to stop something rude popping out. “Are my eyes deceiving me, or is 

there,” she squinted past me, “is there something down at the far end 

of the room?”  I turned to see where she was looking.  I couldn’t see 

anything but the ancient display cases.  

“What do you mean?” I asked, frowning at her. 

“Well, it’s gone now,” she snorted, as if it were my fault I’d 

missed it.  “I could have sworn there was a... a misty patch or 

something down by those display cases.” 

“Well, as you say, there’s nothing there now,” I turned back to 

her.  “But the Roman exhibition…” 

“Don’t worry,” the woman turned on her heel and began to stalk 

out of the room, “I shall find it myself.  It can’t be that difficult to 

find.”  I blinked at her back in disbelief as she disappeared through 

the main doors.  I could hear her stiletto heels clacking up the marble 

staircase as she went. 

“What a bitch!” I hissed under my breath.  My head began to 

throb from the bashing it had taken earlier and I settled back down 

behind my desk to concentrate on the archaeology trail I was putting 

together for the younger children who came to the museum on school 

visits. 

I managed to get myself so engrossed in what I was doing that I 

completely lost track of time until the main doors cracked open and 

someone shouted ‘goodnight’ to me.  I looked at my watch and saw 

that I was now into overtime.  And I don’t do overtime.  I’d just begun 

to pack my papers away when I quite clearly heard footsteps from 

down the far end of the room by the ancient book display cases.  The 

sound took me by surprise as I was sure I was alone and I craned 

forward to see who it was.  The footsteps continued even though I 
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couldn’t see anything.  The snobby woman’s words from earlier in the 

afternoon came back to me.   

“Are my eyes deceiving me or is there something down at the far 

end of the room?” 

I shivered.  As far as I was aware it was just me in my corner of 

the museum.  I hadn’t heard or seen anyone come in for ages.  Or 

maybe I’d just been too caught up in my exhibition preparations to 

notice. 

“Hello?”  I called out.  “We’re about to close, I’m afraid I’m going 

to have to ask you to leave now.”  No one replied.  I felt butterflies flip 

about in my stomach as I got to my feet.  I’d have to go and have a 

look.  It wouldn’t do to lock someone in the museum over night.  

“Hello?”  More footsteps.  They sounded slow and doddery as if they 

belonged to someone old.  Well, I supposed that could explain the lack 

of response – whoever it was, they were probably as deaf as a post. 

I came out from behind my desk and cautiously trudged down 

to the end of the long room. 

“Hello?” No reply.  I peered around the last display case and 

gave a sigh of relief when I saw a little old man peering into one of the 

cases with a wistful expression on his face.  “Excuse me,” I said a little 

louder.  He turned slowly to look at me and his face creased into a 

gummy grin.  “We’re about to close.  I have to ask you to leave.” 

“Hello, young miss,” the old man smiled.  “I’m sorry, I don’t 

mean to be a bother, I was just looking at this old book.  I used to 

have one just like it.” 

Oh no.  Not another old codger who wants to tell you their life 

story just as it’s time to go home. 

“Oh, really?” I tried to sound interested.  I looked into the 

display case at the old book.  It was about a hundred and fifty years 

old but it had been well looked after.  The cover was a little bit worn 

and the gold lettering down the leather spine was dull and faded but it 

looked well preserved for its age.  But it was just a book. 
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“I wonder…” the old man began, his rheumy old eyes staring at 

the book.  “No, it would be too presumptuous…” I was about to agree 

that it would indeed be too presumptuous, but there was something 

about the elderly man that I liked.  Maybe it was his smile which 

despite the lack of teeth, was still charming – or maybe it was because 

he reminded me of my grandfather. 

“No, it’s alright,” I smiled.  “What is it?” 

“You’re very kind.  I wondered if I might have a closer look at it.  

You see, the copy I had of this book was lost before I finished reading 

the last few pages.  I’ve always wondered how the story ended.  Would 

it be too much to ask…?”  I looked at the book.  It looked sturdy 

enough for a bit of gentle handling.  A small voice whittled away at the 

back of my mind telling me that I really shouldn’t – the artefacts in the 

museum were irreplaceable, but then I looked at the faraway look in 

the old man’s eyes and sighed.  What harm could it do?  I fished about 

in my pocket for my keys. 

“Well, I don’t see what harm it would do,” I told him warmly.  

“You can sit at one of the desks and finish it if you want?  I’ve got a 

couple more things to do before I go.” 

I didn’t really have anything else to do but I had nothing to rush 

home for that night.  I could read my own book for a while before 

locking up.  What harm could it do?  The old man’s eyes lit up as I 

pulled the book out from the display case and handed it to him. 

“Oh!” he exclaimed as he took it from me.  “I can’t tell you how 

much this means to me.  I’ve been looking for a copy of this book for 

years just so I could finish it.  I can’t thank you enough.” For a 

horrible moment I thought he was going to cry; his grey blue eyes 

brimmed with tears of happiness. 

“Really, it’s no trouble at all,” I assured him, pointing out a desk 

for him to sit at.  “Just let me know when you’re done, okay?”  He 

nodded and shuffled off to one of the spare desks.  I hoped he wasn’t a 

slow reader. 



P a g e | 5 
 

©Nicola Kirk 2010 
The Final Chapter 

 

I sat back down at my desk and pulled my book out from my 

bag.  Fifteen minutes ticked by.  Then half an hour.  I sighed deeply 

and stretched.  I wanted to go home now.  I wondered if the old man 

had finished or whether he’d fallen asleep.  Getting up from my desk I 

wandered down the vast room to find him. 

“Hello?”  I called.  “I’m really sorry but I really have to lock up 

now.  You’re more than welcome to come back tomorrow if you haven’t 

finished.”  I peered around the corner of the display cabinets where 

the old man had been sitting, but there was no one there.  I turned 

and searched down the other aisles around me.  I blew out a deep 

breath, puzzled.  I hadn’t heard him go past me and out through the 

main doors was the only way out of this part of the museum.  I 

shivered, feeling a bit spooked.  I went to the desk the old man had 

occupied and scooped up the book to put it back in its display case.  

Resting on the front cover was a little square of paper with a few lines 

of writing on it in neat italic handwriting: 

Thank you for your kindness.  I’ve waited a long time to finish the 

final chapter. 

M. L. Bryce 

I smiled at the sweet little note but I was still puzzled as to 

where he’d gone. 

I turned to put the book back into its case but it slipped from 

my hands and fell back onto the desk.  I cringed as it landed with a 

dull thud and I hurriedly picked it up to make sure I hadn’t damaged 

it.  I checked the faded spine and then flipped open the front cover.  It 

looked okay and I breathed a sigh of relief.  But then that breath 

stuck in my throat.  In careful handwriting at the top of the opening 

page was the name of its former owner: 

 

  M. L. Bryce, 1854 

 

 


