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Prologue

Wednesday 3rd March 1943
 Bethnal Green: London

8.47 pm

Death and horror flooded the night. In the fog-filled high street, as the awful, clangorous rumour of German bombs grew gradually closer, an American airman stumbled to his feet and gazed down. The ground quivered as a parachute mine exploded three streets away.

Suddenly, two circles of light came sweeping through the mist, accompanied by the fierce rattle of a military Jeep which ploughed through the fog, its hooded headlights straining to see the way ahead. A gruesome sight unexpectedly caught in the soft beams.

Standing over the blood-drenched corpse of a GI, the MPs saw a lieutenant of the American Air Force. The murder weapon was still in his hands and the face he turned to them was wrung with guilt.

‘Frank’s dead,’ he called desolately.

‘The knife!’ the driver hollered. ‘Drop it!’

‘You got it all wrong!’ the man cried.

‘Reach!’ the other MP shouted, sliding the white truncheon from his belt.

Lunging forward, the lieutenant pushed himself aside and pelted into the mist.

Darting past the GI’s corpse, the driver pulled out a gun and bawled, ‘Hold it, Signorelli!’

The airman’s running figure shuddered as a burst of white light flared behind him.

With the gunshot still resounding through the fog, he glanced down and saw a blossoming circle of red soaking through his shirt.

The pistol blazed three more times and the man screeched as the bullets blasted and ripped clean through his flesh.

Gasping, the airman toppled to the ground, clasping his hands to his perforated chest.

‘Jeezus!’ he choked, convulsing with shock. ‘Oh Lord, no – I ain’t ready. Hell, I weren’t ready.’

His frantic movements began to slow and the man rolled on to his front.

A blackness closed over his eyes.

Before the darkness took him, the lieutenant’s fingers juddered and clenched – tightening about the soft body of the toy in his hand.

Then it was over.





CHAPTER 1
NEW ARRIVALS
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In keeping with the festive season, the twenty-seventh of December began beneath a stark covering of bitter, bristling frost. The previous night had been one of intense cold and long icicles now speared down from the gutters, glittering as the pale sunlight edged over the rooftops.

As the morning crept towards midday, the shuddering cold showed no sign of relenting. Instead, its grip seemed to tighten and the treacherous ice, which had been dispelled from the roads by the gritters, stealthily returned.

On the Mile End Road, a trail of exhaust pipes spluttered and their foggy fumes hung thick and acrid on the freezing air. Delicate frosted masterpieces sparkled over every unprotected windscreen and a chorus of coughing vehicles crawled, through Whitechapel, towards Bethnal Green. Amongst this sluggish congestion, a small blue removal van laboriously wheezed and whined, protesting at the gruelling journey it had been forced to endure.

Joshua Chapman scrunched up his eyes, gave a prolonged bored yawn, then wriggled and dug an elbow into his brother’s side. The front seat of the van was not very wide and it was a tight squeeze to fit both boys on to it. The four-year-old shuffled uncomfortably; they had been in the van for some hours now and had not stopped once. Josh’s bottom had gone numb and his growing unease about the quantities of lemonade he had drunk were soon confirmed.

‘I want to go,’ he said abruptly.

Brian Chapman gave a nervous sideways glance at his son then fixed his eyes back on the road ahead.

‘It isn’t far now, Josh,’ he promised. ‘Can’t you hang on a little bit longer?’

‘No,’ came the firm reply.

Mr Chapman stooped over the steering wheel and looked desperately on either side of the busy road. ‘I don’t know where there is one,’ he mumbled, beginning to get flustered.

With an annoyed ‘tut’ the elder boy looked up from the book he was reading, glared at his brother then stared in annoyance at their father.

‘Don’t give in to him!’ he said emphatically. ‘By the time you manage to find somewhere we could be there. Serve him right for guzzling those cans anyway – I said you shouldn’t have given him yours as well!’

Mr Chapman lifted his spectacles and pinched the bridge of his nose – the familiar sign that he was getting anxious. ‘I don’t want him to make a mess, Neil,’ he muttered.

‘He won’t,’ the boy answered, giving his brother a warning glare.

Wedged between them, Josh pulled a sullen face and stubbornly folded his arms. ‘I want to go,’ he repeated.

‘Ignore him,’ Neil told his father.

By the time the van turned off the main road, Mr Chapman’s nose was a deep shade of red from the continual pinching but he forced himself to concentrate on the way before them – squinting up at the street names fixed to the renovated and newly-built buildings on either side. He had only made this journey once before and although that had been a mere three weeks ago, he was finding it difficult to remember the exact route.

With growing impatience, Neil watched the man’s thin face cloud over as he peered down at the map propped upon the dashboard. Mr Chapman was a ridiculous and dishevelled sight. He didn’t seem to care how he looked and his shabby appearance irritated his son no end. Lank brown hair hung long, unkempt and greasy over the collar of his rumpled shirt and although he had made an effort today by shaving, Neil wished he’d also spared the time to trim the wiry tufts of hair which sprouted from his nostrils. And he was wearing those dreadful beige trousers that were an inch too short and flapped about his ankles, making him look like a scarecrow that had suddenly been given gangly life and had stumbled awkwardly from a farmer’s field.

Morosely, Neil recalled how his father’s appearance used to make him laugh. Since the departure of his mother, however, his incompetent parent was merely a source of embarrassment.

Neil was a serious-looking boy of eleven whose hair was the same dismal shade of brown as his father’s – but there the similarities ended. Mr Chapman’s eyes were a mottled green, set slightly too close together on either side of a bony, ill-shaped nose; but Neil’s were soft and grey and thankfully he had inherited his mother’s pleasant, if unstriking, features.

‘Blow!’ Mr Chapman suddenly exclaimed. ‘I think we’ve took a wrong turning. I don’t recognise those flats at all … no hang on, it’s down that backstreet and left – I think.’

The van trundled on, past the towering, graffiti-covered apartments, then down a narrow, cobbled way that wound between deserted warehouses and a derelict industrial estate.

‘You sure this is right?’ Neil asked doubtfully. ‘It’s the middle of nowhere.’

His father gripped the wheel a little tighter and nodded with uncharacteristic conviction. ‘Oh yes,’ he affirmed, ‘this is definitely the right road.’

‘Who’d want to stick a museum round here?’ the boy murmured.

A high wall tipped with broken glass reared up on their right and the afternoon appeared to grow dim as they travelled beneath its crumbling fastness. Facing it, and seeming to huddle over the roadway, was a run-down terrace of dark, Victorian houses; cramped, cheerless dwellings with untidy window boxes trailing withered plants and dead, twig-like weeds. Some of the houses were empty and wooden planks had been nailed over the doors and windows. A collection of bulging bin bags formed a lopsided mountain on the pavement and Neil saw that a foraging animal had torn into the plastic, snouting for chicken bones and disgorging the rest of the rotting contents in the process. It was a horrible, squalid place and he wished they were back in Ealing and that his father had never accepted this new job.

‘It’s getting dark,’ Josh abruptly announced, forgetting about the call of nature as his fear of the night welled up inside him.

‘No,’ his father assured him, ‘it’s these old buildings and that high wall, they’re just blotting out what light there is. Nearly there now, anyway – Well Lane should be just … ah!’

The van had lumbered round a corner and the narrow way was barred by three stout bollards. Beyond these, the road shrank into a litter-filled alley, bordered by the high wall on one side and a curious building on the other.

Mr Chapman stared out at the bollards that blocked the way and pouted as he rubbed the bridge of his nose. ‘Blood and sand!’ he said sharply before opening the door and stepping out on to the frosty cobbles.

Whilst his father glowered at the iron bollards and gave them a tentative and frustrated kick, Neil leaned forward to gaze up at the strange building before them.

It was large and squat and grotesque. An uneasy tangle of architectural styles that jarred and fought with one another, combining to make a discordant whole that lacked all symmetry and grace – mocking the periods that it had leeched into itself. It was impossible to say at which point in history it had been built, for every moment seemed to feature there.

Bizarre pinnacles and turrets spiked up from the lichen-encrusted roof and their rusting points gleamed dully in the frostbitten air like the upturned spears of some forgotten, medieval army. Beneath them, and nuzzling just under the eaves and a buckled length of guttering clogged with three old birds’ nests, was one tiny, leaded window. Besmirched with the soot and pollution of many years, the dark, diamond panes peeped slyly down at the alleyway far below – watching every movement of the few who ventured there.

Square, Georgian windows gazed blankly from the two lower storeys, but these were too large to sit comfortably around the mouldering building and made it appear startled and amazed, as if abruptly woken from a sound slumber.

As Neil stared at the sombre, sinister-looking place, the cold seeped through his clothes, crawled over his flesh and sank deep into his bones. Quickly, he averted his eyes and drew away from the windscreen.

‘I don’t like it,’ he muttered in revulsion, ‘and I definitely don’t want to live there.’

Beside him Josh agreed. ‘Is it a castle?’ he whispered. ‘Are there ghosts?’

At that moment their father opened the door of the van and popped his head inside.

‘I’ll just ring the bell,’ he said. ‘You stay here for a minute.’

Before his father closed the door, a wild, unreasoning panic erupted within Neil and the boy shouted to him urgently.

‘Dad!’ he begged. ‘Don’t! Let’s go! Leave this place – please! It’s horrible!’

Mr Chapman looked at his son in surprise. Neil was always so level-headed and practical, it wasn’t like him to be scared of a funny-looking building. Mouthing useless phrases like ‘there’s nothing to worry about’, and ‘it’ll be fine, you’ll see’, he rummaged for the meagre vestiges of capable fatherhood which so often eluded him – but failed as Neil’s implorings grew steadily louder. Burbling still more inane words, Mr Chapman grew impatient with himself and vexed at Neil’s continued pleadings to return home.

‘Look!’ he snapped. ‘Get off my back! I need a job where I can keep an eye on Josh during the day – and this is it. We’re lucky I managed to get this one. I don’t need you going on at me, OK? Brighten up, Neil – for God’s sake!’

Slamming the door, Mr Chapman stomped towards the alleyway, fuming at his son’s unusual reaction and at himself for letting it affect him. Perhaps it was because Neil’s unaccountable fears were so similar to his own when he first set eyes upon the forbidding building three weeks ago.

Now he was approaching that monstrous doorway again and, although he thought he knew what lay beyond its threshold, he couldn’t help catching his breath. Of all the additions made to the architecture of this hideously unique edifice, the entrance was the most unusual. Framing the arched, wooden door was an ogre of Victorian sculpture and design.

Fashioned in bronze, this elaborate creation snaked over the brickwork with great festoons of carved, flouncing material running in and out of the various images that cluttered and pressed close to the entrance.

The figures of women flanked both sides of the doorway and each was dressed in a richly textured fabric that draped over their slender forms in luxuriant and generous swathes down on to the tiled steps. An expression of supreme calm and serenity had been captured on the faces of these beautiful statues and though the bronze was stained both black and putrid green, their loveliness glimmered through these ravages of the weather like the moon through the leaves.

Surmounting them, a third figure cast down her gaze from a mass of folds graven above the arch. The face of this creature, however, was stern and proud. The artist who had wrought and moulded this folly of ostentation had blessed this final character with no humanity. Unlike the others, the sculpted face was grave and haughty; about the languid droop of the half-closed eyelids were traces of arrogance and round the corners of the narrow mouth was the shadow of cruelty and callous disregard.

In her outstretched hands this figure held an unfurled banner and written upon a field of tarnished gilt were the words ‘WYRD MUSEUM’.





CHAPTER 2
THE SISTERS WEBSTER
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Mr Chapman’s eyes quickly passed over the clumsy, imposing grandeur of the entrance, yet the uncompromising resolve he had shown to Neil was already evaporating and he wondered if it might be possible to return to Ealing after all.

Apprehensively, he looked back at the small, blue van and the faces of his sons staring out at him. With the bitter wind tugging the hem of his trousers and biting into his exposed ankles, he felt as small as Joshua, but clearing his throat he managed to give them what he hoped looked like a hearty wave and made a determined stride up to the doorway.

Concealed beneath a sculpted ash leaf fixed to a hinge was a small brass button and Mr Chapman gave this a couple of furtive dabs. Within the museum there echoed a faint, tinkling noise and the man waited upon the middle step for the call to be answered.

Several minutes passed and as he grew colder, he wondered if he had been mistaken about the entire situation. It didn’t take much to confound or confuse him and people were often taking advantage of this, devising what they considered to be hilarious practical jokes at his expense. What if this was just an elaborate hoax?

‘Don’t be silly,’ he told himself. ‘I had an interview, saw the premises.’

Yet even as he thought this, Mr Chapman couldn’t help but doubt the whole business. Everything had happened so very quickly, from the time he had answered the advertisement to the subsequent brief interview and the immediate acceptance of his application. If he hadn’t been so desperate for work he would have found the unnatural haste suspicious – but now it was too late to begin worrying. Everything was settled.

He was just about to press the bell again – but even as he raised his hand to do so, he heard the rattle of a heavy bolt being drawn back. Swiftly, he swept his fingers through his greasy hair as the iron-studded door opened.

Brian Chapman found himself looking into the face of an elderly woman whose steely eyes fixed accusingly upon him as she studied him with a sour expression upon her pale, gaunt face.

‘We are not open,’ she stated, acidly. ‘If you desire to view the collections then you must return on the last Thursday of every month – before luncheon. Good day.’

The lady was obviously very old, yet she was not like some other elderly people who shuffle around in sloppy slippers, lost in a large cardigan and with an imbecilic, faraway look on their faces. No, this woman retained all the frosty dignity that had ever been hers and her wits were as sharp as her words.

An abundance of fine white hair was piled upon her head in exquisite curls and a string of black beads threaded its way between them, dangling in darkly glittering loops just above her ears which were adorned with pendulous, diamantine earrings.

Her bluish, almost translucent skin was stretched over a fine-boned skull which sat erect and high upon an elegant, if somewhat scrawny, neck.

She was dressed in a faded black evening gown, trimmed at the neck and sleeves with jet beads which matched those which snaked in and out of her hair. Arrayed in this dimmed finery, she looked like a once-regal duchess who had come upon hard times. She was a remarkable sight and she reminded Mr Chapman of a dried flower that had once been fair and beautiful but was now fragile and withered – a poorly-preserved semblance of the glory it had once known and revelled in.

‘Wait!’ Brian called out as the elderly lady moved to close the door in his face. ‘Mrs Webster, I’ve come about the job – remember? You interviewed me. I’m the new live-in caretaker, Mr Chapman.’

A flinty sparkle gleamed in her eyes as she nodded and he suspected that she had known who he was the entire time but enjoyed making people feel uncomfortable.

‘You will remember that I am Miss Webster,’ she smartly informed him. ‘Neither I nor my poor sisters are married.’

‘Ah yes,’ he answered apologetically, ‘you told me that last time.’

Opening the door a fraction wider, she gestured for him to enter and the taffeta of her faded gown rustled softly with her movements.

‘You had better come in,’ she said curtly, in a tone that commanded absolute obedience. ‘You may as well begin at once. What is it, man? Why do you hesitate? Speak!’

Brian pinched his nose. ‘My children,’ he uttered, cowed by her brusque and scornful manner. ‘Do you recall I mentioned them at the interview?’

‘Young man,’ she began with disdain ringing in her clipped voice, ‘I am not senile, I recollect all that was said on that occasion. If this is your blundering attempt to tell me that they are here with you then I suggest you bring them in before they catch their deaths.’

In silence, but with a curious smile traced upon her face, Miss Webster disappeared into the darkness which lay behind the entrance as the new caretaker scuttled over to his sons.

‘Neil!’ he called. ‘Give me a hand with these bags, will you?’

It didn’t take long for the Chapmans’ possessions to be unloaded from the van, forming an untidy pile beside the bollards, ready to be carried indoors.

With a holdall full of clothes slung over one shoulder, a medium-sized suitcase in his left hand and a bulging carrier bag in the other, Neil trudged into the grubby alley and looked for the first time upon the grandiose entrance to the Wyrd Museum.

‘Looks like the doorway to a tomb,’ he muttered under his breath. ‘A great, big, hungry tomb just waiting to be fed and swallow us whole. This whole place is foul!’

Frowning, he climbed the three steps and cautiously passed into the shadows beyond.

The moment he crossed over the threshold, Neil coughed and dropped the suitcase as a horrid, musty smell assailed his nostrils – he spluttered in disgust. It was like opening a cupboard that had been sealed for years and inhaling all the damp and dry rot that had accumulated in that time in one great fetid breath.

‘Are you ailing, child?’ snapped a brisk voice.

Neil looked up – there was Miss Webster standing before him with her thin hands clasped primly in front of her.

‘It’s just the smell …’ he explained, ‘I wasn’t expecting…’

‘Smell?’ she archly interrupted. ‘I smell nothing. Is this a schoolboy joke? I have had little or no experience of your generation, child, so you would do well to keep out of my sight whilst you are here and refrain from any more of this idiotic humour. I have never tolerated nonsense and frivolity of any sort repels me. Have I made myself clear?’

‘Very,’ Neil answered, bristling indignantly at her severe and unjust tone. ‘This slum probably hasn’t been cleaned for years,’ he observed in a grim, inaudible whisper as he surveyed his dingy surroundings.

No interior could hope to live up to the Victorian façade that framed the entrance to the museum, but the poky room he found himself in was a disappointment nevertheless.

It was a cramped and claustrophobic hallway, crammed with ornaments; from a tall and rather spindly specimen of a weeping fig planted in a stout china pot, to an incomplete suite of fifteenth-century armour that leaned drunkenly against the dark oak panelling which pressed in on all sides. To the right of where Neil stood and just behind the entrance, a small arch had been cut into the panels and traced in letters of peeling gold were the words ‘TICKETS FOR ADMITTANCE’.

A flight of stairs covered in a threadbare red carpet, and mostly hidden by a solid wooden bannister, rose steeply to the other floors. On the landing, one of the Georgian windows let in a pale ray of dirty brown light, weakened by having been filtered through the grime of centuries – and this tinted all it touched a melancholy sepia. Under its ghastly influence, the dim little watercolours which hung on the far wall seemed to have been daubed from mud and where it touched the weeping fig it was as if the leaves cringed and curled in revolt.

Stepping into the province of the pallid beam, Miss Webster glanced uncertainly upwards and her white hair was sullied and transformed into a filthy gold.

‘As you are to live here, child,’ she said, addressing Neil once more, ‘know now that you may wander where you will in this museum, if your courage allows.’

A secretive, almost teasing tone crept into her voice as she gazed about the hallway and inhaled deeply as if savouring the rank atmosphere of the place.

‘You see, child,’ she told him, ‘there is an ancient and fundamental belief amongst some people which assigns to certain sites or buildings a particular mood, a spirit – or heart, if you wish. It is a belief which I am wont to share most wholeheartedly.

‘In the days that are to come, when you are roaming within these venerable walls and learn the little you can of what they have to offer, pause a moment and think on that. What manner of heart might you suppose beats here? What will be the nature of the force that watches you and feels your footfalls travelling and moving inside it as a whale might feel a shrimp wriggling deep in the caverns of its belly?

‘Perhaps the answer to that lies within yourself, but many are those who have blanched and fled when they became aware of the presence which abides here. Older than the soil wherein the foundations of this museum lie, it is. For an eternity has it pulsed, this shadow-wrapped and mysterious heart. Yet, whatever its nature may be, it is most certainly not a comfortable one and I make no apologies for it – or what it may choose to do with you. In many ways it is out of my control.’

Her words hung ominously upon the air and Neil wondered if the terse old woman was trying to frighten or intimidate him. To show that she had not succeeded, he folded his arms and stared back at her with as bored an expression on his face as he could muster.

‘This you will discover for yourself,’ Miss Webster assured. ‘Until then all you need to know is that the private apartments of myself and my poor sisters are located upon the third floor and that area is forbidden to you. I must also tell you that my sisters are not as … strong as myself and sleep much during the day, therefore you will make no disturbance of any kind in case you awaken them. Now, who is this?’

Neil turned to see that Josh had walked in the door with a small bag of his own clothes in both hands. Immediately, the four-year-old screwed up his face and let out a loud ‘Eerrrrrkk!’ followed by ‘It stinks!’

Miss Webster eyed the fair-haired toddler caustically and pressed her lips so tightly together that they turned a bloodless white.

Under the glare of this cold contempt Josh moved closer to his brother and caught hold of his sleeve.

‘Don’t like her,’ he murmured honestly, ‘she’s got a face like a camel.’

There was an awkward silence. The old lady breathed deeply through her nose but said nothing until the boys’ father reappeared bearing two cardboard boxes.

‘Mr Chapman,’ she began in a voice of wood, ‘I will now show you to your rooms.’

‘I haven’t finished bringing the rest of the stuff in,’ he said. ‘Won’t be too long. I can’t leave it on the road…’

Miss Webster’s lips parted as she turned on him a chilling smile, revealing a row of mottled, brown teeth. ‘My time is precious to me, Mr Chapman,’ she said with an assured finality. ‘Pray let your belongings remain where they are for the moment.’

‘But someone might…’

‘Out of the question!’ her crisp voice snapped before he could finish the sentence. ‘The folk who dwell around here are no doubt aware by now that you have been made welcome in this place. They would not dare tamper or take anything that belongs to a guest of mine. Only once has my hospitality been violated and by the likes of one that shall never be seen again. For who now could withstand those nine nights hanging from the ash? Besides, it was so very long ago, so very long, when I was green enough to … well let us say that I have never allowed myself to be so vulnerable again.’

She licked her discoloured teeth and sneered scornfully. ‘But this is not the hour for such ancient histories. Mr Chapman, I swear to you that your goods have never been safer, not ever.’

‘If … if you’re sure?’ he said doubtfully.

‘Decidedly,’ came the insistent reply. ‘There are many, many affairs of which I am most certain. Now follow me to your quarters.’

As Miss Webster turned to open a door in the far wall, Brian put down the cardboard boxes and pulled a wry face at Neil.

‘Old bag,’ his son mouthed silently.

The man nodded hurriedly, then looked across the room to where Josh had wandered. A strangled gurgle issued from Mr Chapman’s mouth and he stared at his young son in disbelief.

‘Josh!’ he cried.

The little boy was staring at the suit of armour and before anyone could stop him, gave it a none too gentle nudge.

With a snap and a rattle of rust, the spear broke free, toppling headlong into the panelled wall where it scraped and gouged a frightful, deep scratch in the wood, inscribing a perfect arc all the way down to the parquet floor. Thrown off balance by the violence of the weapon’s descent, Josh tumbled backwards into the armour. For an instant the helmet quivered, then it flew through the air like a cannonball and punched a great dent into one of the cardboard boxes, buckling it and sending it spinning against Neil’s legs. Promptly, the boy fell into the box, then with a tremendous, resounding crash of clanking metal, the rest of the armour collapsed and a riotous clamour rang throughout the dismal hall.

With flurries of dust flying about him and in the midst of this clanging destruction, stood Josh, a scared expression on his face.

‘I didn’t mean it!’ he gasped. ‘I only wanted to have a look and play…’

His voice died in his throat as he beheld the stony face of Miss Webster. The old lady was awful to look upon. Medusa-like, she glared for several moments at the four-year-old then advanced menacingly towards him, picking her way through the debris of scattered pauldrons, cuisses and rerebraces that now littered the floor.

‘I will not have this!’ she seethed. ‘For only a moment have you been here but already you have caused grievous harm. What right have you to despoil the armaments of the glorious dead? Have you performed deeds equal to he that fought in those forgotten wars? Would you reward such valour by this wanton destruction? How dare you raise your hand to this memorial of one whose renown is greater than your baseborn house ever shall be?’

Terrified of this stern apparition, Josh skipped over the upturned breastplate and ran wailing to his father.

‘I’m … I’m awfully sorry,’ Mr Chapman stuttered, ‘I’m sure he didn’t mean that to happen.’

‘Then he ought not to have touched it!’ Miss Webster roared back in a shrill, shrieking voice that made the man blink in astonishment and shrink away from her.

‘If I catch him meddling with anything else,’ she began threateningly, ‘then it will be the worse for him. All I have to do is withdraw my protection from you all. You would not like that – I swear!’

Struggling out of the cardboard box, Neil placed himself between the old lady and his brother.

‘Leave him alone!’ he yelled. ‘He’s only four. That thing wasn’t supported properly: it’s a good job for you Josh isn’t hurt.’

A peculiar glint flickered in Miss Webster’s eyes as she regarded Neil, then a mocking smile curled over her face as she stepped back towards the door, the hem of her beaded dress brushing softly over the dismembered armour.

‘We shall say no more about it,’ she stated simply. ‘It was perhaps an honest mistake. I am unused to company – I have been confined in the museum for too long, perhaps. I only hope that the noise did not awaken my poor sisters. I would not wish them to be disturbed. Now follow me, if you please.’

Neil glanced at his father who shrugged and took hold of Josh’s hand. Suddenly, the four-year-old let out a cry of surprise and alarm.

‘Dad! Up there!’

Both Mr Chapman and Neil looked up to where Josh was pointing.

Peering down at them from the landing, with their chins propped upon the bannisters and grinning like a pair of naughty children, were the faces of two elderly women.

‘Veronica!’ Miss Webster called out. ‘Celandine! You know you were not to come down. Go back upstairs at once!’

Childlike dismay spread over the faces of the other women and they both groaned in protest. ‘Oh Ursula!’ they complained in unison. ‘Don’t be beastly. Let us come down and meet the strangers; we’re so excited, we’ve even managed to dress ourselves – wasn’t that clever of us?’

Before their sister had a chance to refuse them, Miss Celandine and Miss Veronica came pattering down the stairway like two great flapping geese.

‘How darling!’ Miss Celandine squealed when she saw Josh. ‘See, Veronica – what a bonny baby boy! Is he the one?’

The two old ladies reached out to tweak Josh’s cheeks and though he growled and tried to fend them off it was no use.

Neil stared at them in bewilderment. These two old bags were even odder than the first.

Miss Veronica’s hair was dyed an unnatural coal black and hung down her back in a wild tangle like the ungroomed tail of a horse. The colour contrasted starkly with her pale complexion, accentuated by the way she had applied quantities of white powder to her face that crumbled when she grinned and fell in fine, dusty trails upon her clothes. It was as if she was a small girl playing with her mother’s make-up; for a pair of finely-arched eyebrows had been painted high upon her forehead, so that she looked perpetually startled and astonished, and a vivid stripe of vermilion lipstick obliterated her twittering mouth, so that it resembled a viciously-bleeding wound.

Her sister, however, was as unlike her as it was possible to be. Miss Celandine’s face was tanned and crabbed like an overripe apple. Her small eyes were as dark and glittering as the beads on Miss Ursula’s gown and below her upturned, bulbous nose she possessed a wide mouth which always seemed open, displaying her protruding and goofy teeth. Miss Celandine’s hair was just as long as her sister’s but it was the colour of dirty straw, shot through with wisps of grey and twisted into two prodigious plaits that hung on either side of her head.

Both women were dressed eccentrically. Miss Veronica wore a loose-fitting garment of billowing silk which had once been white but was now grey and peppered with small spots of black mould. Dancing slippers of creamy satin embroidered with gold thread were on her feet and in her hand she carried a pearlhandled walking stick, for her left leg was rather stiff and she limped when she walked. Stooping over Josh, enveloped in the voluminous folds of her frayed silk gown, she looked like some frail and geriatric Diana – too old and decrepit to go hunting under any phase of the moon.

Velvet of an intense ruby red was the main theme of Miss Celandine’s attire. Her bare, liver-spotted shoulders were draped with a tasselled shawl and she had squeezed herself into a tight-fitting evening dress of the same material. But the pile of the velvet was worn and the vibrant colour had faded to a muddy orange in places, so that it looked as if she had been splashed with bleach.

‘Oh, we’re so delighted!’ they cooed in jubilation. ‘How exquisite, what fun we shall have.’

Miss Ursula eyed her sisters with impatience and clapped her hands for their attention as they fussed over Josh.

‘Veronica! Celandine!’ she commanded. ‘Stop that at once! The child does not like it.’

Miss Veronica’s hand fluttered to her garish mouth and disclosed that she had painted her nails a deep shade of violet. ‘But it’s been so long,’ she trilled into her palm. ‘We’ve been so terribly anxious these past weeks.’

‘Yes, we have,’ chimed in Miss Celandine. ‘So don’t be cross, Ursula, and tell us what we must and mustn’t do. You’re just as eager as we are, admit it.’

‘I assure you, I am nothing of the kind,’ her sister corrected.

‘Pooh!’ Miss Celandine argued as she adjusted the shawl which had slipped from her shoulders to reveal an expanse of sagging and blue-veined flesh. ‘I know more of what you think before you do, most of the time. You can’t fool me and never could.’

‘That will do,’ Miss Ursula scolded and both her sisters drew their breaths as if she had slapped them. Turning to Mr Chapman, the old lady made some brief introductions.

‘This is Mr Chapman. He is to be our new caretaker. I was just about to show him his apartment.’

Miss Veronica buried her face in her hands. ‘Splendid!’ she prattled, peeping coyly between her fingers at the unfamiliar, gangly man with the greasy hair. ‘And will he truly take care of us, like the beautiful white stags used to, so long ago?’

‘Not us,’ Miss Ursula replied with a weary shake of the head as if she had laboured through this conversation many times before. ‘He is employed to look after our museum.’

‘Oh,’ Miss Veronica murmured, unsuccessfully trying to suppress a pang of regret in her voice, ‘the museum, of course. I had forgotten about the museum. Have the mists abated and the valiant guards perished? Do we still have all the collections? Is that where we are now?’

It was Miss Celandine who answered. ‘Of course it is, darling,’ she laughed. ‘You remember Ursula’s little design don’t you?’

Miss Veronica’s troubled look of confusion cleared almost immediately. ‘Why indeed!’ she giggled ‘Then this is the man who is to be caretaker?’

‘Just so,’ confirmed Miss Celandine before she turned her attention to Mr Chapman. ‘We are overjoyed that you are here,’ she greeted him. ‘I hope you will be most comfortable.’ With that, she held out her hand evidently expecting it to be kissed but the man was so bemused and flustered that he merely shook it.

Snatching her hand back, the old woman let out a high-pitched cry, as though she had been scalded, but the noise quickly turned into a giggle and she focused her black, sparkling eyes upon Neil and his brother.

‘Such delicious children,’ she murmured. ‘They really are quite enchanting – aren’t they, Veronica?’

‘Mouthwatering.’

‘I know we shall have fun together,’ Miss Celandine promised, bringing her nutty brown face close to Neil’s. ‘You will be surprised.’

Neil coughed, partly from nerves but mostly because of the pungent whiff of mothballs that wafted from the red dress.

These three old women were completely cracked. Why had his father accepted this job? Of all the incredibly stupid, inept disasters he had ever committed, this had to cap the lot. Who, in their right mind, would willingly agree to be cooped up in a museum that reeked of mildew with three crazy pensioners who ought to be locked away in padded cells?

‘Celandine,’ Miss Ursula called, ‘why don’t you take Veronica upstairs? You both look tired.’

Miss Celandine nodded readily. ‘Yes,’ she assented, ‘excitement is so very draining. Do you think we might see the children again another day?’

Miss Veronica let out a shrill cackle. ‘When the hurly-burly’s done!’ she gibbered.

‘But that may be too late!’ complained Miss Celandine. ‘Please, please, do let us see them again – we would relish their company so much before we have to—’

‘Be silent!’ Miss Ursula commanded.

Her sister’s wrinkled face seemed to cave in on itself as she sucked in her bottom lip and screwed up her eyes. ‘I never said it,’ she sheepishly whimpered through the top row of her large, gravestone-like teeth. ‘I wouldn’t give it away, you know I wouldn’t!’

‘Get you both upstairs,’ warned Miss Ursula.

Abashed, Miss Celandine and Miss Veronica ambled back to the stairs with downcast faces. Then, with one trembling and withered hand poised upon the bannister, Miss Celandine glanced anxiously back at their formidable sister.

‘Ursula,’ she uttered in a meek and plaintive voice, ‘does this mean that you won’t permit me to begin knitting? You did promise – it’s been an age or more since I last…’

‘Of course you can begin,’ came the calm reply. ‘Now begone.’

Miss Celandine’s shrivelled face brightened immediately and she turned to the raven-haired and chalk-faced woman at her side. ‘Then you must cast on for me, my pet,’ she squeaked. ‘Let us begin at once. Quickly, we must be swift.’

‘I wanted to remain with the children!’ moaned Miss Veronica.

‘Well you can’t. You heard Ursula.’

‘But I don’t want to measure the wool and cast on for you. It’s been too long, I mightn’t remember how.’

‘Of course you will.’

‘But there are so many things I do forget, so many faces I cannot recall and the museum crowds in so, it confuses me on purpose!’

‘You’re being a silly.’

‘I am not!’

‘Are too!’

And so, squabbling, they made their way back up the staircase until they were out of sight but their voices continued to drift down for many minutes.

Alone with the Chapmans, Miss Ursula Webster allowed a wan smile to steal over her gaunt features. ‘Alas for my poor sisters,’ she sighed. ‘They have so few excitements, your arrival is a great occasion. I would repeat, however, that they are not strong and tire easily. Kindly bear that in mind.’

With that, she gave both Josh and Neil a steady, chastising stare, then briskly opened the door. ‘Follow me,’ she instructed.

Neil nudged his father in the back. ‘Are you serious about this?’ he asked in disbelief. ‘Dad, these nutters could be dangerous. What we’re doing is crazy.’

Mr Chapman let out an exasperated snort. ‘Do you really think I’d put you and Josh at risk? Give me some credit, Neil, they’re just harmless old ladies.’

‘Well, they give me the creeps,’ the boy answered, ‘’specially the head witch over there.’

‘Don’t lag behind,’ his father said, turning to follow Miss Ursula. ‘Come and see where we’ll be living from now on.’

Beyond the hallway was a large, rectangular room. Great glass display cabinets crowded much of the space but here and there a marble statue peeped above, around or below them. The walls were painted a dusky blue and on them were hung many drab oil paintings depicting various unrecognisable landscapes and even more unrecognisable people.

Neil’s footsteps rang on the wooden floor as he trod cautiously inside and glanced around the unfamiliar surroundings, conscious the whole time of the old woman’s remarks concerning the heart and spirit of the museum and feeling terribly small within it.

‘Do hurry along,’ she barked, spinning on her heel and striding resolutely to the far side of the room towards a second doorway.

‘What’s that?’ Josh asked, pointing to the tall display cases.

‘Boring stuff,’ Neil told him, ‘dull, dusty history. Old papers, old books, old rubbish.’

‘Oh.’

Through this room the elegant, elderly woman led them and next they found themselves traipsing through a smaller area jam-packed with fossils and countless mineralogical samples; from fragments of bubbled lava to a myriad of different coloured quartz. Running around the walls was a frieze showing a prehistoric landscape in which dinosaurs chewed lush vegetation and savagely attacked one another. Josh especially liked this room and would have lingered to gape at the exciting pictures but Neil said that he would get himself lost and hauled him smartly away.

Into one room after another Miss Ursula marched, sometimes turning right, then left or straight ahead, until Mr Chapman lost all sense of direction and began to feel that he would never find his way out again.

Finally, they came upon a dimly-lit passageway and were shown to a door covered in peeling green paint.

‘This suite of rooms is to be yours,’ the old lady told them, turning a key in the lock and ushering the Chapmans inside. ‘It hasn’t been lived in for some years now but I’m certain you will find it to your liking.’

The accommodation was small and consisted of a living room, one double bedroom, a kitchen and a bathroom.

Standing in the poky living room, Neil surveyed the drab, flowery wallpaper and the few pieces of old furniture. There was a brown settee, the arms of which were black and shiny from years of use, a fold-down table with two unmatching chairs and a bookcase that was empty save for a dead spider plant and a chipped mug. In one corner stood an ugly standard lamp covered with a dusty turquoise shade and hanging over the narrow window was a net curtain that was yellow with age.

The disgust was plain on Neil’s face and he glanced briefly into the bedroom to see if that was any better. It wasn’t.

‘Dad,’ he muttered, ‘where are me and Josh going to sleep? There’s only one bed.’

Mr Chapman began to get flustered and he pinched his nose as he stared miserably into the room.

Wearily, Neil shook his head and folded his arms. ‘Do you mean,’ he hissed at his father, ‘that you took this job without even looking at this place? I don’t believe you sometimes.’

‘Is there a problem?’ inquired Miss Ursula.

‘No, not at all,’ Mr Chapman hastily lied before Neil could say anything. ‘This will be fine. Once we get our bits and pieces in it’ll be cosier than our old place. Thank you very much, Miss Webster, I’m very grateful.’

The old lady smiled icily. ‘Then I shall leave you to settle in,’ she said. ‘If you can begin work first thing tomorrow, Mr Chapman, I shall inform you of your duties.’

Closing the door behind her, Miss Ursula left and Neil turned a belligerent face on his father.

‘Before you start,’ Mr Chapman protested, holding up his hand to halt the torrent of blame and criticism which was about to be unleashed, ‘I don’t want to hear it! You know I couldn’t afford the mortgage on the house since your mother left. OK, maybe I should have checked out this flat but I never expected to get the job. So what if it’s a bit small? It’s only for eating and sleeping in, you can wander about the whole of the museum when you want to. Look out there, there’s a yard for you both to play in. As for the sleeping arrangements, I’ll bag the sofa, you and Josh’ll just have to share the bed for now, until I can get hold of a camp bed for him – or change it for two singles. Buck up, Neil, it isn’t that bad.’

Neil said nothing but stared at his father reproachfully. They had left everything – their home, his friends, his school, and for what? For this tiny box of a place in the middle of nowhere with three barmy old loons for company.

At that moment Josh began to cry and though Mr Chapman tried to comfort him he would not be silenced.

‘You’ll soon get used to it, Josh,’ he burbled. ‘A lick of paint’ll cheer this place up and once you’ve unpacked your toys … Oh, stop crying for God’s sake!’

Standing by the window, Neil gazed out at the dreary, walled yard, feeling thoroughly bleak and miserable. As his brother’s wailing continued, he turned and gave a pitying groan.

‘I think he’s wet himself,’ he muttered.





CHAPTER 3
IN THE SEPARATE COLLECTION
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In the days that followed, the new caretaker and his family did their best to make the small apartment more comfortable. The walls were given several coats of canary-yellow paint and although here and there ghostly images of flowers were still visible, the overall result was most satisfactory and the living room appeared bright and brimming with sunshine. The shabby settee was covered with a colourful check blanket, their old television was given pride of place in the corner, where the standard lamp had stood; Mr Chapman filled the bookcase with his own precious volumes on bird-watching and steam trains and, as they could not afford any more paint, Neil covered the sombre bedroom wallpaper with football posters.

During this hectic time, the boys had little opportunity of exploring the rest of the museum and saw nothing of the strange Webster sisters. Mr Chapman was kept extremely busy for, as Miss Ursula pointed out, the general upkeep of the place was now up to him. Floors needed polishing, as did the glass cabinets; the statuary had to be dusted and it was his responsibility to ensure that the pot plants were well watered; and he had to be on duty on the rare occasions when the museum opened to the public.

The first of these took place on only the second day after the Chapmans’ arrival and Brian became extremely nervous as he realised that he would be quite alone. Miss Ursula instructed him in the plainest of terms that she had no intention of assisting in the supervision of the visitors. When the day came, however, Mr Chapman’s anxieties proved foundless, for though the doors were open from half-past nine in the morning until midday, not one single person wandered into the premises. When he remarked on this to Miss Webster the following morning, she expressed no surprise and said that it was an unusual event when someone did stray into the museum.

When Neil and Josh finally left the confines of the flat, they ignored the dubious attractions under their father’s care and decided instead to venture into the grimy yard outside.

The concrete-covered area was a sad and gloomy place. Hemmed in by the back of the museum on one side and twelve foot high brick walls on the other three. It was like stepping into the exercise yard of a prison. The lofty walls were tipped with iron spikes and although there was a wide opening in the side wall it was barricaded by a padlocked, metal gate which in turn was covered with sheets of wood.

In this colourless courtyard Neil and Josh kicked a ball around, using a spare plank and a drainpipe to mark out the goal posts. For a little while, the thud of the football resounded around the four walls, joined with Josh’s happy laughter. But eventually the claustrophobic and melancholy atmosphere of the place began to affect them and Neil was soon glancing nervously up at the blank windows of the museum.

‘There’s someone up there,’ he murmured, ‘watching us. Maybe we’ve woken those barmy sisters.’

Unsettled, Josh shivered in spite of the warm scarf that came up to his nose and the woollen bobble hat he had pulled low over his ears. Leaving his brother to continue the game alone, he shuffled despondently about the yard like a mouse in a cage.

Fixed to the wall, beside one of the windows, was a china drinking fountain and Josh stared long and hard at it. The glaze of the bowl was chipped and covered in a livid green, slimy moss which he touched with the tip of his mitten and sniffed gingerly.

Giving the ball a final kick into the air before catching it, Neil turned his face to the museum and glared defiantly at each window, trying to catch a glimpse of whoever was spying on them. Only the dull, grey light of the leaden sky was reflected in the glass and the boy’s unease mounted.

‘It’s as if the museum itself is watching me,’ he breathed. ‘All those windows are its eyes – it didn’t like having a ball kicked against it. It doesn’t like me …’ His mouth dried as this unwelcome thought took menacing shape in his head, then abruptly he shook himself and managed a deriding laugh.

‘Don’t be soft,’ he scolded. ‘I’m letting this dump get to me. It’s just a smelly old heap of bricks.’

Disgusted at his childish imaginings, Neil called to his brother that it was time for him to prepare their father’s lunch and they’d better go back inside.

‘Neil,’ Josh piped up, ‘why is this toilet out here?’

‘Dimbrain,’ his brother chuckled. ‘That’s not a bog, it’s one of them drinking things – my old school had one.’

‘What does it drink?’ came the fascinated response.

‘The blood of little boys,’ Neil teased.

‘Doesn’t!’ Josh moaned unhappily, taking a step backwards.

‘’Course it doesn’t – you’re supposed to drink from it. I wouldn’t fancy anything that came out of that horrible old thing, though. It’s all green and I bet the water’d be stagnant, probably full of germs.’

‘How does it work?’

‘You push this lever down and … oh, nothing. The one at school didn’t work either. Come on, I’d better open a tin of soup for Dad – he’ll be finishing round about now.’

Together they headed for the door to the apartment but, just as Neil was about to follow his brother inside, a faint trickle of laughter floated down into the courtyard from somewhere high above.

The boy threw his head back but saw no one. ‘It was one of those nutcases,’ he muttered to himself.

On New Year’s Day, Neil finally decided to explore the museum. Josh had been listless all morning, having dreamed about their mother, and kept asking questions about her. Thankfully, it was a Sunday and Mr Chapman was there to deal with his son’s confusion, albeit rather clumsily and with much shaking of the head, because he didn’t fully understand either. Josh was too young to grasp that she had made a new life for herself and that they would probably never see her again. Yet his continual harping on the subject, combined with his father’s inept and faltering explanations, made Neil irritable. Leaving Josh drawing a picture of her, with Brian looking glumly on, Neil left the flat and wandered into the Wyrd Museum.

The first of the large rooms now smelled strongly of floor polish and the cabinets sparkled in testament to the diligent labour of the new caretaker.

Above each doorway was a large brass plaque denoting what was housed in each particular room. Neil spent some minutes in ‘The Fossil Room’ but was too eager to roam throughout the rest of the building to take much interest in individual exhibits.

It was a peculiar sensation, knowing he had the entire place to himself. According to what his father and Miss Ursula had told him, the three sisters hardly ever left the third floor, so he was not afraid of bumping into one of them. Through room after room he went, a lone figure intruding upon the unending solitude which lay heavily over the whole museum.

In his mind, Neil likened his slow exploration to an insect crossing the surface of a deep, dank pond. Before him all was calm and still but his progress caused rippling swirls of disturbance that eased only when he had left and the timeless peace gradually returned.

It was a perfect place for thinking and after nearly an hour of this idle meandering, his thoughts soon drifted back to Josh’s preoccupation with their mother. He wished she’d been able to put up with his father for a little while longer; if he hadn’t driven her to distraction she wouldn’t have sought refuge in evening classes and would never have met that man. Sorrowfully, the boy wondered what she was doing now and found that he missed her far more in this strange, eccentric environment than in their house in Ealing.

Unexpectedly, Neil discovered the door that opened into the main hallway, and this reminder of that first day jolted him from his preoccupied thoughts.

The suit of armour was now reassembled and leaned, once more, against the wooden panelling. Idly studying the rusting figure, he wisely refrained from giving it even a tentative prod and gave his attention instead to the staircase.

With one hand on the bannister, Neil craned his neck to see the first-floor landing and began to climb.

It was obvious that his father’s industry had not yet extended to the upper floors. The brass plaques above the doors were dull and unburnished, the floors had not been waxed and layers of dust had settled upon the cabinets.

The museum was much larger than he had ever imagined; perhaps it was the layout of the galleries and rooms which tricked him, for there was always another door to pass through and unless he looked out of the windows, he had no idea whereabouts in the building he was.

Several rooms were boxed within others and had no windows at all, relying on the electric light for their illumination, and were in total darkness when Neil came upon them. They were often filled with shadow that no amount of light bulbs could disperse and the hairs on the back of his neck prickled when he walked amongst the exhibits there.

One of these windowless rooms was called ‘The Egyptian Suite’, and when Neil found the light switch he discovered that it contained three large sarcophagi, complete with mummies, lying in long glass cases.

‘Well, those “mummies” won’t be going to evening classes,’ he muttered, grimly. But despite these glib words, Neil had never liked horror films, where the embalmed and bandaged dead had come back to life to throttle everyone who disturbed their rest, so he hastened through and snapped the light off as quickly as he could.

By now it was late in the afternoon and just as he decided to return to the apartment, he came across a room entitled ‘The Separate Collection’.

The musty smell was stronger here than anywhere else, and when Neil entered he wondered if one of the windows had been left open, for it was intensely cold and goose pimples crawled over his skin.

At first glance, the room appeared the same as the countless others he had strolled through but when he looked a little closer, Neil realised that the exhibits in here were totally different and increasingly bizarre.

It was the statues he noticed first; where before they had been competent but boring examples of reclining figures or tame representations of classical gods, now they were startling shapes with twisted expressions, contorting their faces. Several sculptures were incomplete and, near to the door, he came across a grand plinth covered with a relief of golden, scrolling ferns; but all that was left of the statue it had once supported was one shapely foot carved from ivory and snapped off at the ankle.

A grin spread over Neil’s face when he saw this and he bent down to read the small inscription written round the base of the plinth.




THE REMAINS OF THE FIRST IMAGE 
FASHIONED BY PUMIYATHON,
 WHICH ASHTOROTH DID ENTER
 AND WHICH CAUSED MUCH TERROR 
TO THE PEOPLE OF PAPHOS.




‘Weird,’ he mumbled; yet as he cast his gaze around the oak-panelled room, Neil discovered many more peculiar artefacts.

Within the nearest cabinet and suspended on plaited threads like a ghastly display of ghoulish bobbing apples, was a row of shrunken, human heads. The boy studied these macabre items closely and shuddered with delight at the shrivelled features. Yet beneath each of them was a lengthy description of who the person was, how he had died and the names of those who had ritually murdered him.

Neil’s fascination ebbed as he started to read the detailed text – and he began to feel slightly sick. A shrunken head was just a shrunken head, an object so alien to him that he never connected it with a real living person. Yet when he learned the names of those tribesmen – how they had lived and the names of each member of their family – he turned away, ashamed of his previous mawkish interest.

Instinctively, he walked towards the windows, for the daylight was beginning to dim and he couldn’t bear to be lost in the shadows that were welling up in the corners of the room.

Passing another display case, he paused and frowned when he peered within.

The exhibit was a large, irregular globe of ancient and crackling leather; it resembled an old-fashioned football, only three times the size.




THE EYE OF BALOR THE FOMORIAN, SLAIN 
BY LUGH IN THE BATTLE OF MOYTURA THE
 NORTHERN. MAY THE SALVE REMAIN LOST 
AND LONG MAY THE EYE BE AT SLEEP.




‘What a load of old rubbish,’ he said to himself.

The next cabinet was much smaller and contained a golden necklace, its unwieldy locket claiming to hold the heel bone of Achilles.

‘This is getting loonier,’ Neil breathed, moving on to a neat array of frog skeletons, lovingly laid out upon a cushion of emerald velvet and with silver bells tied about
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