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The Ghost of the Silver Screen

 


It
was strange seeing the old Picturedrome again. After twenty-five
years I really didn’t know what to expect. But I never thought it
would be exactly as I remembered it.

The
big front doors were still painted the same shiny green, and the
brass handles were all polished and gleaming.

A
gust of wind threw a sheet of rain against me and peppered the door
with tiny droplets. Somewhere in the deep, dark clouds that rolled
across the late summer sky thunder grumbled.

I
should have known what the Irish weather was going to be like when
I planned this holiday. They even have a name for it over
there; Summer Showers. It’s why their grass is so green.

I
wiped my face with my hand and pulled my collar up as I stepped
quickly into the narrow archway, deciding to shelter there until
the shower passed. And I couldn’t help taking a quick look through
the small glass panel near the top of the door. But the light was
directly behind me and I couldn’t see a thing except for my own
reflection.

On
impulse I gave the brass handle a quick tug. And to my amazement
there was a sharp click and the heavy door open outwards with a
long, slow groan.

A
streak of lightening lit up the enormous foyer as I cautiously
poked my head inside. And when the familiar, musty smell of the
place wafted over me it was as if I was transported back to when I
was a kid and going to the pictures was everyone’s favourite night
out.

In
fact going to the cinema was so popular back then our little town
had three cinemas all within walking distance of each
other.

But
the Picturedrome was special. It was where I had my very first
summer job.

Wallowing in the sudden rush of nostalgia, I climbed the three
steps to the ticket booth and crossed to the swing doors with
the Way In sigh
above them. I could still see Bridie Maguire standing there, taking
the tickets and tearing them in half as her beautiful green eyes
sparkled with the importance of it all.

I
gave the door a gentle push and looked inside. Tiny strips of
daylight still came in through the cracks in the curtains high up
on the walls like little lamps giving odd bursts of brightness to
the otherwise dim hall.

For
some reason the stage curtain was pulled back now, revealing the
fabulous silver screen that once attracted us like flies on a
Saturday afternoon. For a brief second I actually thought I saw it
flicker and I was swamped by the gush of excitement. Remember how
we piled into the huge auditorium and flitted up and down the
aisles searching for a seat? The buzz of conversation rising and
ebbing around us and all the time our eyes were glued to the
massive stage curtain in wondrous anticipation?

My
job back then was Chief Advertising Executive. Well, actually, I
was still at school but it sounded good when I said it. After all,
I was responsible
for all the advertising - I had to collect the posters from the
printers and stick them all over town on whatever flat surface I
could find.

And I
had company transport too - a messenger bike with a big basket on
the front where I carried the posters, a bucket of paste and a huge
brush.

But -
the most important bit - I also had to collect the films from the
railway station and return them again at the end of the run. I
loved that part of the job because it gave me the opportunity to
help Bridie’s father up in the projection room.

I
spend hours assisting Danny up in his tiny cluttered box, rewinding the
spools and lacing up the projectors as he drank endless cups of tea
that he brewed on a battered old paraffin stove.

In
return he let me watch the film through the tiny viewing window
while standing on a chair.

‘Can
I help you?’

I
knew I gasped as I spun around. I was so absorbed in my thoughts
that I hadn’t heard anyone come in.

‘Oh,
I … I’m sorry. The door was open so I thought …’

I
gave an unexpected shiver. The air seemed to have suddenly turned
very cold. I stepped back as the grey haired man stared at me, his
heavy eyebrows low over his dark eyes. And in the faint light
something about his features triggered a memory from all those
years ago.

‘Danny?’ It came out before I could stop it. ‘Danny
Maguire?’

He
blinked a few times. ‘At your service, young man.’ He gave a
bow.

‘Good
grief!’ I looked him up and down. ‘I don’t believe it. You’re still
here after all these - what is it, twenty-five years? That’s
amazing. But I don’t expect you’ll remember me - I was just a kid
back then when I worked here.’

‘Shur
of course I remember you.’ He gave me an enthusiastic pat on the
arm. ‘How could I ever forget that mop of red hair? Liam, isn’t it?
We called you Bill Posters - the fastest paste-brush in the
West.’

‘You
remember me?’

‘Of
course I do.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘Didn’t you have tiny little legs
back in them days? They couldn’t reach the ground when you got up
on that big bike they made you use. You had to lean it against the
railings to climb up on it.’

‘That’s right. I remember that. And I fell off it more times
than I ever stayed on.’

‘And what about the time they put up a notices
saying Bill Posters Will Be
Prosecuted.’ He was
chuckling happily now. ‘We told you the cops thought
you were Bill Posters.
When the Sergeant came in you hid under the stool in the ticket
office for an hour. He only came in to buy a ticket for
Oklahoma!’

The
memory made Danny throw back his head and give a huge bellow of a
laugh and pat himself on the chest.

‘Good grief, I’d forgotten about that. But
what about you? I never thought I’d see you here, not after all this time.
How’ve you been keeping?’

‘I’m
grand, shur.’ He straightened his tie. ‘Grand
altogether.’

I
glanced around at the rows of seats that swept down in front of me
and I gave a wide sweep with my hand.

‘Well, this place certainly doesn’t look any different. I can’t
believe it, even the smell of the place. But I got the impression
it wasn’t in use anymore. Someone told me they thought
…’

‘And
what about yourself?’ Danny interrupted, giving me a gentle poke on
the chest. ‘Where’ve you been all these years?’

‘Well,’ I sat on the arm of a nearby seat. ‘When my dad lost
his job on the buses we moved to America. I joined the Navy. I did
twenty years. But I’ve resigned my commission now, so I thought I’d
come home and see if any of my folks were still around.’

Danny
blinked a few times. ‘You haven’t been home for twenty
years?’

‘Well, I always intended to come home.’ I tried to
justify myself. ‘It’s just that, well you know, life just got in
the way.’

Danny
nodded his grey head slowly and gave a deep sigh. ‘Look,’ he
pointed towards the stairs with his thumb, ‘I was just going up to
the box to get the film ready. Come on up and I’ll make you a cup
of tea.’

He
stopped suddenly. ‘But you don’t like tea, do you?’ he growled with
mock annoyance. ‘You always wanted that coke stuff. Well, I didn’t have
any then, and I
haven’t got any now.’

He
chuckled again, and then he took off up the stairs.

I
hesitated. Something bothered me about the way he trotted up the
steep winding staircase. There was something not quite right about
it.

But
he seemed fit enough. The same old Danny. The same old grey
cardigan.

‘How’s your daughter these days?’ I shouted after him as I took
the steps two at a time. ‘How’s Bridie?’

‘Ah,
she’s great, shur,’ he called back over his shoulder. ‘Did you know
she was chosen for a local ice cream advertisement? Her picture was
in all the papers, smiling at the camera and holding up an ice
cream cone.’

‘Yes.
I remember that. She was a very beautiful girl.’

‘They
still haven’t paid her, you know,’ he told me when I caught up with
him. ‘But I expect that’s how it is in show business. They only pay
up at the last possible moment.’

‘What?’ I felt myself step back and I knew I was frowning. His
eyes twinkled. But I didn’t see any humour in them.

Up in
the box he rattled around, putting reels of films back in their tin
cases and taking others out of theirs. And he lined them up on a
rack close to the projectors.

‘These aren’t the same old machines?’ I rubbed my hand along
the icy cold metal of the projector. The room was so cold my breath
was coming out in little puffs.

‘What
do you mean are these the same old machines?’ Danny gave one of
them an affectionate hug. ‘Now there’s nothing wrong with these
beauties. They’re the best in the world.’

He
clapped his hands suddenly
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