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A Note from the Author
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Stories are often born from the places that linger in our memories—the buildings we pass, the histories we inherit, and the emotions that refuse to let us go. The Cinema of Forgotten Souls grew from my fascination with the way love and loss shape not only our lives, but the very spaces we inhabit. I hope that as you turn these pages, you’ll find echoes of your own memories and perhaps a sense of connection to those who came before us. Thank you for stepping into this world with me.
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Welcome to The Cinema of Forgotten Souls
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Step into the dim light of a forgotten cinema, where the echoes of laughter and sorrow linger long after the final credits have rolled. This is a story shaped by love and loss, by devotion that endures beyond death, and by grief that refuses to fade. Within these pages, you will meet Agnes, a young woman whose life is entwined with the faded grandeur of the cinema; Sargeant Malcolm Ingels, a policeman haunted by the disappearance of his beloved Margaret; and Alasdair Chapman, whose memories and regrets are bound to the building’s darkest corners. Their lives intersect in a place where the living and the dead are connected by invisible threads of longing, regret, and hope.

As the story unfolds, the boundaries between memory and reality blur. The cinema becomes both sanctuary and prison, a space where the unresolved tragedies of generations demand to be heard. Here, love is revealed as a force that can heal and wound in equal measure, and loss is shown in all its forms: the loss of loved ones, of innocence, of hope, and of the places that once offered comfort.

The Cinema of Forgotten Souls is an invitation to listen for the whispers of those left behind, to bear witness to the ways in which the past shapes the present, and to discover whether redemption is possible when the truth finally comes to light. This is a tale for anyone who has ever loved, ever mourned, or ever hoped that, in the end, love might be enough to bring the forgotten back into the light.



PART ONE
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17TH November 1976, 17:55
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‘Ah Mr Chapman,’ the girl in the box-office booth said smiling at the smartly dressed man. ‘Mrs Chapman not attending with you tonight?’

‘Not tonight, Agnes,’ replied Mr Chapman. 

His response to the innocent question posed by Agnes surprised him. It instantly made him realise how odd it must look for a man such as he to be attending the cinema on his own. He had rarely, if ever, been at the cinema on his own even as a child. The locals that knew him or thought they did, knew he was married to the most beautiful woman in the town. It was a time in history when, if a married man was to be seen entering an establishment such as the cinema on his own, it was because he was having extra marital affairs. There again, it may just have been the case that the locals were a little more judgemental than in other towns. 

‘I hope Mrs Chapman is not unwell sir?’ said Agnes as she fumbled for the change for the ticket. ‘don’t suppose Mrs Chapman would want to see such a movie, mind you, Mr Chapman, I could say the same for you. Will it not be strange watching a Hollywood movie about your profession?’

‘Oh, Agnes,’ smiled Mr Chapman shaking his head, taking his ticket, and entering the foyer.  

It was 1976, a cold November evening with the last showing of the much acclaimed American movie, “One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest,” What no one knew, publicly at least, was that that showing would be the last showing of any movie in the cinema. But for now, that concern was the furthest thought away for the movie goers that night. Was the furthest away concern for the movie goers that night. 
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The cinema opened its doors for the first time in 1935, the jewel of the town. Built-in the art deco style of the day. The front of the cinema, facing the main street, had two wings which were rounded. Between the wings, eight wood and glass doors that opened both ways acted as the entrance and exit for those visiting. Those paying their admission were seated in the auditorium, either in the stalls or the circle. The proscenium was thirty-four feet wide, small by today’s standards, but impressive in those days. 

The town at the time had another picture house at the far end of the town which was nicknamed ‘the bug hut,’ which opened for business in the 1920s, closing its doors in 1960. The cinema had to offer something more than the older, more established picture house to attract custom. The owners did this by locating a café over the entrance and offering a large car park to the rear of the building.

The heyday of cinema, at least locally, lasted only a short while. The ‘bug hut’ was a sign of the future. In the early 1960s, with the bigger and allegedly better picture houses being built, the local and smaller owned ones where closing as customers turned their backs on the small screen for the larger screen. Time is a funny thing, give it enough time, and it will return on itself. 

The cinema during the 1960s went part-time, as a place to see movies. To stay in business or to slow the inevitable, the cinema lent itself to becoming a bingo club. In the early part of the 1970s bingo was stopped, the owners returning the cinema to what it should have always been, a place for the movies. A place where the young and the old, the married, the single and the not so single, could get lost in fantasy and make believe. A place where laughter and tears were soaked in by the art deco walls and fittings.

In 1976 the heart of the cinema was lost as it closed its doors, never to return to the world as a cinema. It would briefly re-open under new ownership as an amusement arcade. Come 1983, the foyer and rear stalls had become that amusement arcade. Even though this business started to struggle and fend off its inevitable future, the owners, converted the unused rear stalls into squash courts with a false ceiling covering the history of the cinema behind it. The circle and café area would never be used again. They remained safely cocooned in their art deco time capsule. 

*
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Mr Chapman took his seat in the circle. He could have taken any one of a dozen or so from the row of seats. A sign of the times, the place was not busy. Cinemagoers had been dwindling in numbers, choosing to travel to the next town, to the Rank cinema with its bigger screen and better sound in their need to feel even more immersed in the fantasy of the movies. Mr Chapman could easily afford the slightly dearer price of admittance at the new picture house, like familiarity at least in his personal life.

Sitting in his seat, being one of only twelve other eager movie goers,’ he took in the scene that never stopped amazing him, no matter how many times he had been and would do again. Mr Chapman more than just looked, he felt as if he was transcending himself into the brick work of the theatre. The art deco fixtures and fittings from the wall mounted lights to the runners on the floor, he felt connected to the place. 

As a child growing up during the Second World War, his mother worked in the cinema, which was the only place outside the house, anyone could see as well as hear what was going on in the world. That said Mr Chapman was too young to be exposed to the scenes on the screen, the information from the transistor radio was bad enough and was sheltered from whenever possible.

His mother, a woman with a lot of love in her heart for her son, also had a lot of darkness in there. She had lost her husband to the war effort. He was somewhere, defending their freedom she kept saying to herself. The reality was that on her husband’s first and only deployment, he was shot by the enemy and died instantly. He never got a shot off. He remained face down on the rolling waves of a coastline for days. What happened to him thereafter was always unclear. Mrs Chapman always manages to divert her son’s curiosity whenever it rose.

Mr Chapman’s mother accepted a position as a cleaner initially before promotion to working in the box office. She kept the cleaning job, telling her son that she was there anyway, so why not. The things parents say to their children to shelter them from the truths of life. The truth was, she had become the only breadwinner. No monies came from the army or family. Her husband was dead she knew it, she could feel it, but she didn’t want to admit it openly, at least not to her son.

In the morning Master Chapman would be in tow with his mother, walking the mile distance to the cinema. Mother Chapman had been intrusted by the management of the cinema to hold a set of keys. This allowed her to go early to the cinema in the morning if she so chose. Her son always looked forward to those mornings before school. 

‘Don’t touch anything now,’ his mother would always say watching her son run off into the heart of the cinema.

Master Chapman, adventure awaited him in his make-believe world within the cinema. His mother would not see her son for at least two or three hours, the length of time it took her do clean the place. She would never come across her son, she never once worried about her son. She knew her son would be safe in his world and the world the cinema gave him access to. 
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There was something niggling at him since before he took his seat in the circle. It had been a feeling that he could not shift all day. At first, he thought it was something to do about his work at the hospital. He dismissed that as the reason since he was sure work had been done to his exacting standards. No, this niggling feeling, seemed to increase in its intensity as he sat waiting for the movie to begin, which he neither wanted to see nor cared about, came on the big screen in front of him. 

A vail of sadness washed over him as he sat in the dimed light of the cinema. Twelve, maybe less, cinema goers in such a beautiful place. He cast his mind back to his early days when he would come here with his mother and the adventures he would have. His memories of his teenage years coming to the cinema with his friends, his girlfriends of which there where only ever two, one becoming Mrs Chapman in time. By this time, his visits to the cinema where only at weekends and only when his study let him. 

Mother Chapman had stopped working altogether when she finally admitted to herself that her husband was never returning. That was on a sunny day while sitting on one of the public benches down the beach esplanade. Mr Chapman was with her. It would be the first time and the last time he ever saw his mother cry. It would have been, what would have been his father’s birthday, the day in question, the day everything changed for his mother. She would never be the same again.

Mr Chapman had guessed that his father had been killed when he hadn’t returned home at the end of the war along with some of the other fathers on the street on which he lived. He had made his peace and at such an early age he knew that his mother could only manage life if she kept her belief, that his father was still alive but lost. 

Mother Chapman died on the 17th of July 1958, peacefully in her bed following a long and undiagnosed cancer. She had suspected the worst and had got her affairs in order, for the time was not far off. She had ensured that her son would not have to be in debt to bury her nor have the pressure at such an early age for any outstanding bills. She had covertly paid just a little bit more to their living costs over the years. When she suspected that her health was dwindling, she started paying into a savings account, every spare penny she could. 

At the youthful age of twenty-two, Mr Chapman buried his mother in the family plot, next to the gravestone dedicated to the husband that never returned. No date of death, just the date of his father's birth 1st July 1920, chiselled into the granite. He was the only mourner at the burial, his mother’s side of the family was all but gone from this world or living in far-off countries unknown to him. His father’s family where the same. 

Clearing the house, he grew up in with his mother and for a time, a time he couldn’t remember, with his father, he came across a black metal box. Locked by a not-so-secure lock. No key could he find and so to ensure he wasn’t throwing anything out of any monetary or other value, he had to break the lock with a hammer. With one swipe direct hit on the keyhole, the thing metal box lid opened to reveal its contents.

From inside the metal box, Mr Chapman took out a perfectly flat albeit slightly yellowing in colour, white envelope. The envelope was addressed to his mother, the address which he was clearing. The postmark was almost un-allegeable but not such that the full date could be identified. What he read was the date, 1940, a year into World War Two. Also, on the face of the envelope, other faded pieces of information were too far gone to identify. 

Thinking that the letter may be a letter sent to his mother from his father he turned the envelope to its rear and saw instantly, that the envelope appeared never to have been opened. He hesitated, taken aback by seeing the envelope appeared never to have been opened. 

There was no evidence to make Mr Chapman believe that the letter would be one sent to his mother from his father. It was more hope than anything else. Why keep a letter in a locked box if the letter itself was not important? There again, if it was important, why had his mother not opened it?

Mr Chapman stopped. The thumb on the left hand corner of the envelope paused from opening the sealed envelope. A sense that some line was about to be crossed by opening the letter that his mother for whatever reason never opened, he held his breath momentarily. Slowly and carefully, Mr Chapman opened the envelope and pulled out a similar paper type, as that of the envelope of itself felt quality. It had been folded once in half to fit neatly into the envelope once it had been written. As Mr Chapman unfolded the letter exposing the contents of the letter to his eyes, the envelope he had been holding, flutter to the floor in front of him as he read.

The Queen and I offer you our heartfelt sympathy in your great sorrow.

We pray that your country’s gratitude for a life so nobly given in its service may bring you some measure of consolation.

George R. I.

Mr Chapman took in the information after the third time of reading the undated letter. He only became aware of a faded print of a crest and almost faded writing under neath the crest which read, BUCKINGHAM PALACE, in capital letters. 

With only the faded year on the face of the envelope as an indication of when his father had been killed, he was granted permission from the authorities that be, to have the chiselled onto the gravestone of his mother with simply Alasdair J Chapman 1940.

Every 17th July, Mr Chapman would visit the graveside of his mother and father. He had no picture in his head of what his father had looked like, he had been too young when his father was taken from him and his mother. It was the same when Alasdair Chapman tried to recall what his father had sounded like.  His memory of his mother was clear albeit he felt that even the image in his head of his mother was fading. 

‘At least you both died on the same day,’ Mr Chapman always said with a smile and blow of a kiss to both mother and father, before leaving. The allusion is complete for another year. 

Before going to the cinema that night. he deviated from his usual routine... He had finished his shift at the hospital as usual and went, not straight home but a detour to the town’s graveyard. 

On arrival at the gates of the graveyard, he parked his car on the main road a few yards beyond the heavy steel gates. He had always done that. He felt that although permitted to drive into the graveyard, it was disrespectful unless you where part of a funeral procession. That didn’t stop others from driving up the gravel driveway forcing walkers onto the grass verges and so onto the parts of the dead’s graves. 

The first signs of snow started to flutter from the dark sky as he reached his mother and father. 

Later, in a local newspaper article. it would be stated by an out of sight employee who had returned to the graveyard that evening to collect his house key he had forgotten earlier that they were very much surprised to see Mr Chapman at that time of year, never mind at that time of night. The chap, who was known to have been a fan of the odd nip, which went overlooked by his employers since he was one of the best workers they ever had, stated also that it was the first time in a long time he had seen Mr Chapman. He also stated that he, Mr Chapman that is, seemed lost, seemed distant.

‘I knew Mr Chapman,’ the man stated to the reporter of The Post. ‘’He was a quiet man as far as I knew. I could tell it was him from a distance, as he was the only one ever to attend that graveside. That said, for a moment I thought it wasn’t him since it wasn’t the correct time of year for him to visit. July you see, was when I would see Mr Chapman in the graveyard, at his mother and fathers’ gravesides.’

‘Did you not shout out to him?’ the young male reporter who seemed to resemble a school child to the older man. ‘Did you not speak to him at any time?’

‘Son,’ the man had said. ‘In a graveyard, you don’t shout out to anyone unless they are there for inappropriate reasons. You never just walk up to someone standing at the graveside. The person or persons, at that moment are there for personal reasons, which do not have anything to do with you. It is their moment, theirs alone. With that said, however, what I can say is that for all the while I have worked at the graveyard, in all that time I never witnessed Mr Chapman kneel crying. He was there for something like five minutes. I felt slightly embarrassed being there, while Mr Chapman didn’t know I was. Like I said it’s a personal thing.’
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‘Mr Chapman,’ Agnes gently said approaching from the walkway of the circle. ‘Are you okay Mr Chapman? The film has finished sir and we are closing for the night.’

Agnes the box office cashier that had welcomed Mr Chapman to the cinema earlier that evening, hesitated midway up the row of empty seats, stopping some five seats from Mr Chapman who hadn’t acknowledged Agnes’s presence. 

‘I used to come here as a child Agnes,’ Mr Chapman finally spoke, startling Agnes in the process. ‘I used to come here with my mother who cleaned the place before and after promotion to working in the box office, like you Agnes.'

'Oh, Mr Chapman, I didn’t know that’ Agnes responded still slightly startled. 

‘Why would you know that Agnes, you were probably not born when I was here as a lad.’ Mr Chapman replied with a smile but not taking his eyes away from looking straight ahead as if the screen still had the movie dancing on it. 

‘Those days were the best of days. Those days in here I could run full steam ahead and get into the bowels of this place and play freely and safely if I didn’t touch anything.’ Mr Chapman continued.

‘I bet you had some great adventures in this place Mr Chapman,’ said Agnes taking a seat, knowing that what she should be doing was getting Mr Chapman up and out of the cinema. For some reason, Agnes felt that it would be wrong for her to do that right then. Agnes would tell the reporter of The Post that she felt as if what Mr Chapman had to say that evening was important not to her, but to him and that she stayed out of respect for Mr Chapman. 

Mr Chapman continued telling Agnes what, where how and when all his adventures had taken him while his mother cleaned the place. Agnes sat patiently for the next half hour and listened to a Mr Chapman whom she had only ever spoken to, a handful of words every time he and his wife came to the cinema as was her job dictated. She knew people not from conversation, but from observations from the box office. How many times someone came to the cinema in a week, told Agnes that either the person was hungry for adventure, or they were hiding from the impact of the real world. Agnes never watched any of the movies on the big screen. Her movies played out in real life and in real time. 

If someone came to the cinema on their own, Agnes felt a little sad for them. She assumed that male or female, whoever and whatever walk of life they belonged to, it would always remind her not everyone had a companion or friend.  Little did she know for some time that in many an occasion, those who attended the cinema on their own, only did so for appearance’s sake. Most of the time such people were meeting inside to continue a courtship that to do so in the public view may cause more than a raised eyebrow. 

So, when Mr Chapman turned up that night on his own, Agnes’s surprise was honest. Agnes had never seen Mr Chapman without his wife at the cinema. She couldn’t believe that Mr Chapman was there to see a film depicting, albeit Americanising it, a film relating to what Mr Chapman did for a living. It was only when Mr Chapman left Agnes at the booth, that she realised that she had not seen Mr Chapman nor his wife for some time at the cinema.

At some point, Agnes ventured out of the box office, something she was not permitted to do while the cinema was open. She had made her way into the auditorium and looked for Mr Chapman in the circle. From her advantage point and not using the torch to see her way in the dark, she could just about make out Mr Chapman sitting on his own, in the same position as she would find him at the end of the movie.

‘Mr Chapman,’ Agnes said aware that time was now getting on and even with her sympathy for the lone person, she had to get home. She knew she had missed the last bus and would have to walk the mile or so back to her home. There again, she thought, no one would be missing her. She lived alone in a house that was far too big for her and which would have been better offered to a family than to just a single female. 

The silence was uncomfortable. 

In a fake gesture of going to get some assistance to remove Mr Chapman, Agnes left her seat and made her way back towards the foyer. Agnes was anything but an insecure or feeble-minded woman. She was well able to take care of herself in almost any circumstance. That said, she found herself conflicting with herself about what to do about Mr Chapman.

As far as she had ever known the man, he had been nothing but respectful towards her, or anyone she had ever seen him with. He was a doctor which made him, a more patient and understanding person than the normal cinema goer in the town. Wasn’t he? He had always spoken to her with a softness, not to be confused with weakness, but in a way that you knew he cared and would take the time to hear you out. No matter the subject. 

From the steps that led up from the foyer to the landing, where the box office sat facing the wood and glass doors that welcomed the cinema goers in and out of the place, she could see tiny movements outside. As Agnes got to the top of the stairs, bypassing the box office, the sight of falling snow on the other side explained the movement she has noticed. 

The streetlights that ran the length of the high street of the town, cast their electric white beams to the ground. Where the light didn’t penetrate the darkness, the darkness only emphasised the beam of light kin to a theatre super trooper, the ground being the star. Were the darkness emphasised the light, the light emphasises the presence of the falling snowflakes fluttering almost in slow motion, to the ground. The pavements and main road outside had a fair covering of white stuff. No tyre tracks from any recent vehicle having passed by nothing to spoil the blank canvas mother nature provided. Like the high street road outside the cinema, there were no footprints of any passer byes, just the same canvas as the road. A raised eyebrow of suspicion would have been raised had there been sights of life, since the time for anyone with a legitimate reason to be out and about had passed and gone. It was now a few minutes to midnight. 

When Agnes realised just how late it was, almost the morning of the following day, she started feeling anxious and worried. The worry was to be found in her thinking that she really thought that to get home, she would have to get the police involved. That was the last thing she wanted to do. 

Agnes, with a quick step, returned to the auditorium with the precise plan of getting Mr Chapman out of the auditorium and straight out of the cinema. Failing that, or if there was any hint of confrontation, the police would soon deal with it. The downside would be to inform the cinema management of what had occurred. The potential of losing her job for letting something like this happen was very real and needed to be avoided. 

#The auditorium remained in darkness, a choice made by Agnes were others would most likely, have found the main switch for the lights. Even with the lights on in the auditorium, they would only offer a slight increase in the ability for anyone to see any better than the darkness did. The anxiety Agnes was feeling may have been reduced somewhat if she had turned the lights on, there again, at that point, her anxiety was greatest because turning the lights on for the auditorium would turn the corridor lights on, which partly came on in the main foyer, alerting passer byes to movement within the cinema.  So, when Agnes returned to the auditorium, it took her several minutes for her vision to accustomed to different degrees of darkness that enabled her to see what was in front of her instead of memory recall. 

Agnes reached the circle and the area of seating where Mr Chapman had been seated. Seeing no sign of the man, she looked around, looking at the floor for the row letter. C was framed in a thin brass circular setting. The correct row, and yet no Mr Chapman. 

Slowly Agnes made her way along the row of seats, no form of a man appeared, only the outline of seats in the dark auditorium. She arrived at the seat where Mr Chapman had been sitting only a few minutes ago. The seat was indeed vacant, its recent occupant gone. 

‘Mr Chapman,’ she reluctantly shouted into the auditorium.

Waiting for a reply that never came, she raised her voice, this time to the point where it made her feel even more uncomfortable. Afterall, everyone who knew Agnes, knew her as a soft-spoken person, and almost everyone that had any reason to speak with Agnes, had to ask her to speak up or repeat herself. 

‘MR CHAPMAN,’

Nothing.

Agnes again looked around her, casting her now well-adjusted eyesight up and down, left, and right in search of the elusive Mr Chapman. 

She started to walk the length of the row of seats to the opposite end and on to the far-right walkway that ran the length of the auditorium. Walking, searching the immediate rows of seats finding no sign of Mr Chapman. Agnes' thoughts of calling the police were becoming a real option forced on her by now the absence of the man she had tried to get to leave. 
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