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I was fifteen that summer; the summer I discovered the old Electric cinema. It had stood 
long abandoned and was entwined in green; caught in time as the world moved on around it.

I happened upon it quite by chance, just as the day had fallen into that rusty afterglow left 
by a sinking sun. When I think back to that first encounter with the Electric, I often picture 
the deep red light crossing and bending in the broken windows.

Days  passed  in  a  seemingly  endless,  shimmering  haze  that  year;  we’d  play  on  the 
riverbanks and explore the woods and fields around us. By the time I found the old cinema, 
however, the last days of summer were fast approaching. September had arrived. The leaves 
were already turning and beginning to fall, and school loomed large in our sights once more. 
Endless days were coming to an end.

There was David, Emma and I, and the three of us were pretty much inseparable that year. 
But on the evening I discovered the Electric, I was alone, and that old abandoned building 
seemed to know it.

That summer I would purposely try and stay away from home for as long as I possibly  
could. This was something I kept to myself. When David and Emma went home for dinner 
of an evening, I would pretend to be doing likewise, but in actual fact I’d stay out until dark. 
My mother didn’t care if I was there or not. There wasn’t much she did care about anymore.

I circled back once David and Emma had gone, and went down to the river. I sat and 
watched  my  shadow cross  and  stretch  around  me  as  the  sun  bled  across  the  horizon, 
listening to the country hum with life. After a while, I lay back on the grass and looked to a 
sky  streaked with  colour.  At  one  point  a  heron  glided  down and stood upon the  bank 
opposite me. It watched the river intently, but then must have noticed my presence, as all at 
once it took to the air and was gone from my sight in seconds.

The day had been long and hot and I could feel myself drifting off to sleep right there on 
the riverbank. I  closed my eyes and listened as the breeze picked up and sang its  song 
through the trees. Somewhere far off a dog barked.

That was when I heard the laugh.
It was very faint, but in that instant I felt sure it had come from somewhere close by. It  

had been the laugh of a woman, of that I was almost certain – high and lyrical. I sat up and  
scanned the river up and down, but saw no one. I got to my feet and walked down to the 
water’s edge. There was nobody around, no one I could see anyway. It occurred to me then 
that it could be someone spying on me, probably Emma trying to sneak up and give me a 
fright. She always enjoyed giving people a good scare.

I called her name and immediately felt  a little foolish for having done so. There was 
nobody out there. I told myself I’d just imagined it and pushed it from my mind. Then I 



walked on along the riverbank.
In time, I would remember the laugh as a kind of marker; a beginning to the strange and 

incredible events that unfolded at the old Electric cinema.

I drifted away from the river and found myself in a field of tall grass. A ghost moon hung 
high in the sky. It would be full dark in an hour or less. I walked through the field, gliding 
my hands over the grass as I went.

I noticed an old wooden shack towards the edge of the field and headed straight for it.
My friends and I must have walked miles upon miles over the countryside during the 

summers, but that evening was the first time I’d ever come across the shack.
As I got closer I  saw that many of its wooden panels  were missing. Light splintered 

through the structure. The wood itself was weather-worn and eaten away here and there. 
Part of its roof was missing and it no longer had a door, only an entrance lined with eaten  
pieces of a doorframe. One good storm would probably raze it to the ground completely. In 
fact, it looked as if it would really only need one good shove.

To the west, the sun was a bloody arc on the horizon, and as I circled the shack, orange 
light pierced through the many holes and gaps in the building, changing shade and shape as 
I moved around it. I went inside.

It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dark places between the golden shafts that 
streamed in. The ground was nothing more than soil, undulating in mounds. If the shack had 
ever had a floor, it had long since been reclaimed by the earth. I ventured in further, noticing 
the rubbish strewn here and there. Above me, through the hole in the roof, the ghost moon 
rode the pale blue and red of the darkening sky.

There was a movie poster on the ground. Well, part of one anyway. It was torn in half and 
its edges were jagged and sodden, but I could make out the name BOGART written in dull 
and faded red lettering across the top of the poster, and a hand, possibly Bogart’s, gripping a 
gun. The weapon was silhouetted by a full moon, beneath which lay a winding brook. There 
was a dead body floating on the water. All I could read from the title were the words NIGHT 
and CAME. I thought about taking it, but decided against it. It could have been lying in the  
dirt of that shack for years, and besides, there was hardly anything left of it now.

I kicked around the earth looking for something else of interest, but there was nothing, so 
I left the shack just in time to see the last of the sun sink behind the world. It left a fiery  
stain on the horizon.

That was when I noticed the narrow path leading off through the copse. I made straight 
for it on impulse; any winding path is a curiosity when you’re fifteen.

I peered in through the tree line. It looked to be a forgotten path; it clearly hadn’t been 
walked on for years as, for the most part, the woods had reclaimed it. The path would have  
been easy to miss, but I saw it; a thin trail that led deep into the trees.

I looked back to the shack and the red sky beyond it, then entered the woods and took the  
path.

The path widened as I went deeper. The trees became less dense, thinning out, allowing 
great shafts of hazy light to shine through here and there. I glimpsed part of some sort of 
structure through the trees. That was the moment I first saw the Electric.

What I had caught sight of was part of the marquee, but at that moment I couldn’t have 
told you what I was looking at. I saw black, disjoined lettering – an A and an M, to be 
specific – on white panelling, which appeared to be raised high up from the ground, but I 
didn’t make the connection. I walked on, heading straight for this new curiosity.



The path narrowed once more, winding around a neat line of trees. The branches were 
low and I had to duck down to pass through. My t-shirt got caught and I heard a slight tear,  
but  I  pushed  on  regardless.  Then  I  was  through,  and  stood  tall  before  me  was  the 
unmistakable structure of a run-down cinema.

Bathed in the red haze of that evening’s light, the building still proudly displayed its name 
high above the marquee – The Electric. None of those letters were missing; the ones on the 
marquee itself however had long since fallen to the ground. Only the A and M that I had 
already glimpsed remained, coupled with a lonely N in the right hand corner, and a broken 
in half F to the left. All the windows were broken, and the jagged edges of the glass that  
remained caught the light and danced red spectrums through the Electric.

I stood for a long time simply staring in amazement. I never knew of its existence until  
that  moment.  Surely  an  old  cinema  standing  alone  and  abandoned  out  here  in  the 
countryside would have become the stuff of legend around our town, particularly amongst 
kids, but I had never heard so much as a rumour about such a place in my entire life. I 
sensed the thrill of mystery and discovery right away and knew that I had to explore the old 
Electric.

I stepped closer. Beneath the marquee, the entrance looked dark and uninviting. There 
was a movie poster just inside the foyer and even at a distance I could read the name of the 
actor starring in the picture – Humphrey Bogart. I knew right away that it was the same 
poster I had seen torn up back at the shack.

The poster intrigued me, but I couldn’t put my finger on why. I knew about Bogart, even 
at that age, and had seen quite a few of his movies. My father’s favourite film had been The 
Treasure of the Sierra Madre, which he claimed was not only Bogart’s best picture, but one 
of the finest films ever made. I watched it with him one rainy afternoon about three months 
before he died, and it was indeed a great movie. That film, and the fact that my old man 
loved Bogart, got me into watching a lot of his pictures, particularly after Dad’s death. But 
there was something strange about this poster. As I got closer, I saw the movie was called 
When the Night Came Fallin’, not one I’d heard of before. But then, he had made a heck of 
a lot of films during his career, and some may have even had different titles in different  
countries.

I edged closer and my feet found the cracked and weed-ridden concrete of the Electric’s 
once-grand entrance. The marquee loomed over me and I noticed great cobwebs spanning 
darkened corners. I wondered who the last person to set foot there had been, and how long 
ago. Judging by its appearance, mine might have been the first face the Electric had seen for 
years, possibly decades.

The thought unnerved me and I pushed it from my mind. 
The poster for When the Night Came Fallin’ was inside a glass case, which had protected 

it from the elements somewhat, but it was still very faded and worn. Dirty water lined the 
bottom of the case and mould had developed around the edges of the poster itself. Still, it 
wasn’t torn and remained relatively clear and readable.

As I’d suspected back at the shack, the gun cast against the ominous moon was indeed 
being held by Bogart. He wore a pin-striped suit and was looking off to the side, past his  
weapon, perhaps towards his quarry. His distinctive profile was as I had seen it many times 
before, and yet there was also something very different about it. To look at him for too long 
made me feel incredibly strange, nauseous even. Although that wasn’t quite right either. It 
was a feeling I hadn’t felt before. It was like having a mild electric shock on drip feed, that’s 
all I could liken it to: an electric shock that gently pulsed through me. My temples throbbed. 
I felt dizzy and had to look away. I thought I was going to be sick right there and then, but I  



wasn’t. As soon as I turned from the poster the feeling  subsided, and almost in an instant, I 
felt completely fine again.

I turned my attention to the inside of the lobby. I could see there was a kiosk that long ago 
would have sold popcorn and drinks, but now just stood barren and crooked. However, it 
was the grand staircase that caught my eye. It ascended up to the double doors of the theatre 
itself and was still carpeted in red, although it was faded and sodden. Still, it wasn’t difficult 
to imagine the place in its heyday. Even through its neglect and decay, the Electric still held 
its grandeur.

The staircase may have been carpeted, but the floor of the lobby was tiled black and 
white. It had an art deco feel, I suppose, although many of the tiles were cracked; a few even 
broken in two. They were also, of course, filthy.

I decided to go inside, although I was still unnerved by my reaction to the Bogart poster. 
There was something about the Electric that made me feel… what? Afraid? Surely it was 
just my overactive imagination going into overdrive. Decaying and forgotten places will 
almost always do that to you, especially when you’re alone, and especially when you’re 
young. Old places just have a creep, if you’ve a fertile enough mind. What fear I had, I 
knew it was irrational, and if David and Emma had been with me, I probably wouldn’t have 
given entering the Electric a second thought. But alone, in the red dusk of the dying day, it 
certainly took some willpower to step through those lobby doors. But step through I did.

I twisted my ankle almost as soon as I stepped inside. The uneven flooring caught me off  
guard and I nearly fell,  but somehow I managed to right myself in an awkward stumble 
across the tiles. Pain lanced through the side of my right foot and I yelped, my voice eaten 
by the deadening silence of the Electric.

I  limped around the  lobby,  testing my foot,  challenging the pressure this  pain would 
allow. My ankle often gave out like this; my dad’s had been the same, and according to him, 
both his brothers and his father had also suffered from this plight. Seemed the entire male 
side of my family possessed weak ankles that would twist at the slightest obstacle. It was 
family folklore, and had even gained the moniker the Crowhurst Ankle. Once, when I was 
little, my dad sprained his ankle so badly he couldn’t walk on it for a month. My longest 
stretch of ankle agony had been a few days, and that had been bad enough. The episode in 
the Electric was just a mere twinge, mind. Still, I could have done without it.

The worst of the pain subsiding, I gingerly stepped deeper into the lobby. There was 
another old poster displayed in cracked and shattered casing. The film was called Mad Dogs 
and starred silent comedian Harold Lloyd. Lloyd, in his trademark round glasses, wore a 
startled expression and was dressed in a Wee Willie Winkie nightgown. His co-star, stood by 
his side, appeared to be a large man, but his head and name had long been torn away. While 
staring at Harold Lloyd, a wave of that same electric nausea returned. I stumbled back, 
almost going over on the Crowhurst Ankle again. I averted my eyes from Lloyd’s comical 
gape and, once again, the pulse throbbing in my temples faded like dying electricity.

Yet I had to go on. It was getting late. I could see darkness falling rapidly outside, but I 
couldn’t leave. Not yet. Even with the throb in my foot and the strange feelings that came 
every time I looked at one of the Electric’s old movie posters, I still couldn’t bring myself to 
make tracks for home.

I had to see inside the theatre.

I came to stand at the foot of the stairs, looking up at the double doors that remained 
firmly closed. Someone had long ago closed those doors and walked away from this place, 
never to return. Had I even been born when this place was last open? It seemed doubtful. 



The Electric appeared to have stood silent and forgotten for decades, allowing the years to 
work their gentle decay, and now all that remained was a faded memory of what once was.

I had stumbled upon a mystery all right, and I knew that the few days I had left before 
school began would now be dedicated to finding out as much as I possibly could about the  
old Electric. I also knew that Emma would love this place. She loved history and movies,  
and old things, and she would just lap up a mystery like this. I couldn’t wait to bring her 
here.

I ascended the staircase, the old red carpet worn and thin beneath my soles. There was a 
plaque above the door, the lettering faded, but not so much that I couldn’t make it out. It  
read Auditorium and for some reason I felt a flicker of unnerve. The feeling the old movie 
posters had given me was, of course, still fresh in my mind, but this sudden fear – for it was 
definitely fear I felt now – came on in such a wave that I had to grip the banister to steady 
myself. I paused on the stairs for a moment, trying to regain some composure, but then I 
suddenly felt convinced someone was watching me from down in the lobby. I turned on the 
stairs and peered down into the murk. Outside, night was falling fast, and the lobby now 
appeared to be filled with strange, uneasy shapes and long crooked shadows that cut through 
dense creases of dark. The imagination can play nasty little tricks on you when looking 
upon such a scene, but I didn’t see anybody down there. Not taking any chances though, I 
turned around quickly and hopped up the remaining steps to the auditorium doors.

I gripped the handle and pulled, the hinges screeching an awful echo down through the 
darkened lobby. Then I was through the door, which I left ajar, and came to stand on a 
balcony overlooking a sea of empty seats. It took a long minute for my eyes to adjust to the 
darkness. The screen loomed pale in the gloom. The theatre, or auditorium, as the faded 
plaque had read, smelt fusty and vaguely like sea air. It wasn’t altogether unpleasant; it was 
just the smell of something very old, and very much forgotten. I looked at the screen. It was 
dirty, but didn’t appear to be torn, and the seats also looked to be in quite good condition, 
considering. I walked further along the balcony, deeper into the auditorium. But then my 
body snapped rigid, my every hair prickling wildly.

There was a man in one of the seats.
I couldn’t move – could only stare at the man sat about a quarter of the way down the 

rows. I could see the side of his face as he stared up, almost vacantly, at the empty screen.  
He had a thick, white-peppered black beard and an unkempt head of tangled hair, equally 
ageing. The coat he wore seemed far too thick and heavy for September – it was a winter’s 
coat, coloured a vibrant, deep red, buttoned up to the neck.

He turned around and looked straight at me, bright green eyes glistening as if wet from 
tears.  My every  limb felt  wayward.  Everything about  him seemed incredibly vivid;  his 
ageing hair, his eyes, the coat, all seemed razor-sharp in clarity, as if his very presence was 
itself a projection; a heightened reality.

He slowly began to stand, never for a moment taking his eyes from me. I remained rooted 
to the spot, unable to move. I felt sweat run down my face and back, my t-shirt clinging to 
my flesh in an instant. The man stood straight and tall, as rigid as I. The colours – the deep 
red of his long coat, his black and white-streaked hair and beard, and those glistening green 
eyes – all seemed to dance in radiance, the vibrancy almost overwhelming.

He then began to make his way to the end of his row and that was when I finally found 
my feet.  I fled from the auditorium, down the stairs and through the lobby, never once 
looking back. I stumbled out through the main doors, conscious not to even glance at the 
Bogart poster, and pushed on, the tenderness in my ankle forgotten. I kept my eyes levelled 



straight ahead, and put the Electric behind me. I ran through the woodland, and out past the 
shack and across the fields. The moon was riding high and the sky clear, stars curving over 
me. I didn’t stop running until I reached my house.
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