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This story starts around four hundred years from now. Nature has retaken the earth.

Our planet’s population, which peaked in 2044 at nine and a half billion, now numbers mere millions. 

No one died, other than normally. But almost no one was born, either.

From the moment the lump of space rock burst through the earth’s atmosphere and smashed into the ground, and the alien germ that it carried spread round the world on the wind, the only babies born were to the tiny number of people who were immune to the infection. 

By the time the germ was identified, it was too late.

Towns and cities that once hummed with the din of humanity now lie silent and empty, winds howling through roofless, windowless buildings covered in ivy. Trees, shrubs and wild animals fill the once-busy streets. Rivers, controlled by humans for centuries, have burst their banks; magnificent bridges that linked cities and even countries are crumbling away; tunnels have flooded; dams have burst; vast ships have broken loose from their moorings and sunk; aeroplanes lie rusting where they last landed; and everywhere millions of cars, vans and trucks slowly decay on roadsides or in damp and dripping underground car parks where bats and wolves and wild dogs live. Medicines are scarce, and lives are short.

Hospitals, schools, libraries; shopping malls, offices, airports and railway stations – all have been smothered by the unstoppable regrowth of nature. 

The electronic communications on which humans relied no longer work; computer memories deteriorated long ago; electricity is rare. There’s no more petroleum, although some centuries-old engines remain, powered by steam, or fish oil.

And yet …

For those who remain, food is plentiful. Housing – once repaired – is free. Homes are filled with the furniture and belongings left by those who lived in what is called the Wonder Age. On the island they still call Britain, it’s warmish and wettish; there are many small farms. The survivors often have big families. Small communities are usually peaceful and harmonious. A few cities and ports still stand – Newcastle, Liverpool, Edinburgh, Dover. (London, however – once the capital – is a hellish flooded wasteland.)

And still every child born is celebrated and loved as has been the way throughout humanity’s long history.

One such child is Ocean Mooney. She is eleven and lives with her grandmother. This story begins with her.
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In the summer, the quayside fish mart in Newcastle ends when the old cathedral clock strikes midday. If there’s any fish left, I give it to one of the children from the orphanage over the river. Nanny Moo does not mind; if it was not for her, she says, I would be an orphan too.

I noticed the new boy straight away, skipping across the rope bridge high above me. He hardly held the rope sides, looking right ahead and trotting confidently over the wobbly planks. Just watching him made me gulp with fear, but he swung the bag by his side without caring that a single misstep would send him plunging to his death in the river far below.

Since a huge, rusting chunk of the last remaining bridge collapsed into the Tyne a few weeks ago, this is the only way left to cross the water.

A few mins later, I was rinsing my plastic fish crates, and the boy on the bridge was now just metres away from me, whistling as he nailed a poster to a wooden noticeboard. I saw that he was too dandified to be an orphanage boy. His boots were newish, and he wore a long grey coat that was overbig for him, and a round-topped black hat of the sort that was popular during the early Wonder Age.

He saw me staring at him, and I quickly looked away.

‘It’s all right to look, young paloni,’ he said. ‘Do y’not want to vada me sticker-bill?’

His words, his accent: he is not from around here. ‘Young paloni’ I think means ‘young woman’. I did want to see his poster, though.

‘You should be more guardy,’ I said. ‘The Brownies do not like people putting up … sticker-bills.’

He scoffed and banged another nail in. ‘Brownies? Oh, rats to them: I ain’t scared o’ no muddlin’ Brownie. Here – hold these, will ye? Don’t wanna put them down in the puddle.’

He handed me a large bundle of rolled-up posters, and took another ready for affixing to the wall behind him.

As if on cue, there was a clottling of horses’ hooves from along the quay as a large brown-clad marshal on a tired-looking pony emerged from a side street and hollered, ‘Oi! You two! Stop right there!’

The boy did not wait even half a second, but barged past me in his haste to get away, then he turned and grabbed my arm. ‘Come on! He means you as well.’

I dropped the bundle of posters and ran after him.

*

What would have happened if I had not done that? If I had simply said my apologies to the Brownie and that I did not know the boy in the hat, and I was just here to sell my fish? I suppose I will never know.

You see, until I met that boy, my life was good. Uncomplicated. My grandmother – Nanny Moo – is a fish-filleter by the harbour in Tynemouth. I go to Papa Springham’s morning school in Culvercot thrice a week, and I sell fish below the broken bridge on the Newcastle quayside on the other days.

Of course, I could not know, when I ran after that boy, that it would lead to me finding the Time Tablet, and meeting Kylie and Thomas, the children from 400 years ago.

Everyone calls that time ‘the Wonder Age’, and I went there. I really did. 

Let me tell you how.
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The boy turned left and ran up the narrow stone stairway that leads from the quayside. We were halfway when the Brownie appeared at the bottom. His pony reared up, refusing to mount the steep, crooked steps. The boy, seeing this, let out a whoop, then bent down to show his bottom to the Brownie before taking the rest of the steps two at a time.

The marshal did not come after us. Instead, he yelled, ‘You’d better watch out, you cheeky wee varmint!’

At the top of the steps, the boy turned and fell to the ground, laughing and holding his sides. I was still peeping scaredly round the wall.

‘Don’t vex y’self,’ he said after he got his breath back. ‘What they gonna do if they catch ye?’

‘Beat me? And you?’

He waved his hand don’t-carily as if a beating from a Brownie was no big deal.

I said, ‘It may be nowt to you, but I sell fish down there! He may recognise me. You … you are reckless.’

‘Nope, I ain’t reckless.’ He leapt to his feet in a single fluid motion, then went rat-tat-tat-tat with his clompy boots on the ground. He swept his coat to one side as he bowed low, tipping the hat forward from his head. It rolled over on his forearm. He caught it in his hand and replaced it on his haystack of spiky blond hair. 

‘I’m Deucalion Smiff … Better known among me more hintimate acquaintances as Duke! Pleased to meet ye.’ 

One of his eyes was dull and motionless, with an old swelled-up scar beneath it; the other was such a bright blue that it seemed to sparkle to make up for its companion’s lifelessness. He held out his bony hand for me to shake, and when I took it he pulled me to my feet.

‘What’s yer name?’

‘Ocean. Ocean Mooney.’

He looked me up and down, as though working out whether to trust me. I do not know if he liked what he saw: a smallish girl with freckles and pigtails in an oversized, patched smock and red welly boots. I suppose he did because after a moment he said, ‘Come on then, Ocean Mooney – the Brownie’s gone now. We’ve gotta get them sticker-bills back that you dropped. They cost me uncle a portion!’

I stood before the poster that this strange lad had nailed up.

MONSIEUR MUSTAPHA B. LUMIÈRE

&

THE CARAVAN OF ASTONISHMENTS

Presents

A RARE TRIP BACK IN TIME!

A LECTURE AND DEMONSTRATION

Including a full-length film IN COLOUR

STAR WARS

Experience the WONDER AGE in style and comfort

TYNEMOUTH FISH FAIR

Salutation Hall, Front St,

11 a.m., 3 p.m. and 6 p.m.

Admission two crowns

CASH ONLY – NO BARTER

‘Ever seen a fillum before?’ said Duke. ‘Y’know – a proper moovie?’

I shook my head. I knew what they were, of course. In the Wonder Age, they were everywhere – on people’s televisions, on their cellphones and tablets and computers. Fantastic stories with music and ‘special effects’, which made things that were not real look as real as if you were standing next to them.

‘That’s a true story, that is,’ said Duke, pointing at the title Star Wars.

‘What? Was it not just made up?’ I said. 

‘Course not. In the Wonder Age, they had spaceships, and they went to th’moon all the time, and they were always having wars, so it’s obvs true!’

I wondered if he was teasing me. Just then, there was a patter of footsteps coming down the stone stairs, and a smallish man in a spensive-looking velvet coat appeared beside us. He was holding the hand of a monkey who was sucking its thumb like a well-behaved toddler, and I let out a gasp of surprise.

‘Aha!’ said the man, and he clapped his gloved fingers together. ‘My fabu-labulous poster. Well done, Duke!’ he said. He looked at me and removed his tall hat in the same showy way that Duke had. ‘Bonjour, mademoiselle!’ 

‘Bonjour, monsieur!’ I replied, and the man’s face lit up, although I was finding it difficult to take my eyes off the monkey, who was wearing a tiny sleeveless jacket in the same purple velvet as the man’s coat.

‘Mais, mam’selle! You speak French?’ He then gabbled rapidly and incomprehensibly for about half a min, pointing at the poster and gesticulating ’stravagantly. I did not understand a word so I studied the man instead. Neatly trimmed beard, black hair oiled into a tall pompadour, normous eyebrows styled into points, and old, often-mended clothes of rare style and quality. At the end of his speech, he bowed to me again.

Well, this was ’barrassing. Ventually, I said, ‘Erm … I am sorry, ah … je regrette … ah, my français is not very, erm, bon.’ (My teacher, Papa Springham, would be disappointed, I think.)

‘You understand nothing of what I just say?’ The man looked forlorn, and he pouted as though he had just given the speech of his life and no one had heard it.

‘Well, I understood bonjour!’ 

He ran a finger beneath his neat moustache. Then his face suddenly brightened, and he was once again the chipper figure from a moment ago.

‘No matter. It is a good thing I speak English good, n’est ce pas? Allow me to present myself. I am Mustapha B. Lumière. The Mustapha B. Lumière! You have met my nephew, Duke. And this,’ he said, gesturing towards the monkey, ‘is my compani-anion Pierre.’ The monkey bowed just as his master had done a moment ago, making me giggle.

Monsieur Lumière jerked a thumb at the poster. ‘You ’ave ’eard of me?’ he said, his dense eyebrows waggling hard.

‘I have now!’ I replied, diplomatically.

‘Ah, merveilleux! And you are coming to my show, I expect. I ’ave never met anyone who is not incredified, transformixed and – ’ow you say? – smacked in the gob by the unbelieve-alieve-abubble show I present!’

‘I would love to come,’ I said, ‘but it is a little spensive.’

Monsieur Lumière held his hands up to his face in stonishment, his mouth forming a perfect O.

‘Oh là là! But today is your day of lucky, my friend. For I need an assistante. Can you ride a bible-cycle?’

‘A what? Oh … a bicycle?’ I repeated in surprise. 

‘Oui! The bible-cycle! Another beautiful French invention, like the cinema! I use a form of this vehicle to create the light for my movie show – and you, mam’selle, could be the extra person I need. Help me, and you will see the fillum for free!’

‘Yes, please!’ I said.

Monsieur Lumière’s eyebrows danced. ‘All you ’ave to do is pedal. Like a crazy person! You will be perfect!’

He removed his right glove and held out his hand.

‘Ocean Mooney,’ I said, shaking his hand and marvelling at its softness. Duke slapped his dirty mitt on top of ours. Then the monkey squeaked, jumped up on to Monsieur Lumière’s shoulders and added his little monkey paw.

‘And now, mam’selle, you can ’elp me further. We are looking for accommo-dommodation?’

Well. That is something I deff could help with.
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Once more at the top of the steps, and a short walk between the windowless buildings of the empty city, and we were in front of the old cathedral where the clock was chiming the hour.

A crowd of people had gathered round a long painted caravan. They were stroking its sides and clambering on its thick tyres.

‘Make way! Make way!’ cried Monsieur Lumière, clapping his hands as we approached. ‘All the wonders within this véhicule you may see with your own eyes, lays and gennlemen, at the Tynemouth Fish Fair. Come and see the most miracu-laculous marvels of the Wonder Age!’

The colourful caravan was attached to a tractor that looked as though it had been pieced together from at least four other vehicles. It had big wheels, a long bench seat and a closed cabin behind it. Monsieur Lumière hopped up on to the driving seat and opened his arms.

‘There is something to amaze everybody. Electrical equipment! Home devices such as the robot that will make tea! Mais oui, madame! A fully working gramophone playing music from the Wonder Age. The last remaining desktop computer in the entire world! And, of course, a full performance of the greatest movie ever made: Star Wars!’

From his coat pocket, he took a handful of paper slips that he gave to Pierre the monkey who was waiting ’spectantly on the front of the tractor.

Monsieur Lumière gestured with his hat to the lettering on the side of the decorated van which said: 

MUSTAPHA B. LUMIÈRE’S

CARAVAN OF ASTONISHMENTS

‘Oh yes – two for the price of one with a ticket from Pierre!’

People grabbed the vouchers as Pierre moved among them. Monsieur Lumière leapt from his seat and came over to us. ‘You see? It will be a ’uge success. And now: all aboard the Wonderbuggy!’

He bent to crank a handle at the front of the tractor, and the engine coughed into life, belching thick fish-oil smoke from the exhaust chimney.

We chugged away from the cathedral, away from the inhabited part of the city, passing the buildings that had crumbled with age, and on to the road that leads to the coast. The three of us sat on the bench seat, with Pierre riding on top of the caravan behind, ’tracting amazed stares from the drivers of the horse-drawn carts and the walkers on the road.

And that is how I rode back home to Tynemouth. Not – as I usually do – hitching a ride downriver with one of the fishing vessels, or taking the new oil-train, but sitting high on a tractor between a strange Frenchman and his nephew with a wide-eyed monkey chattering with ’citement behind me and bouncing every time we hit one of the many potholes in the ancient road.

On either side of the muddy highway, the trees stretched out as far as I could see, with occasional roofs poking above the green canopy, and small farms dotting the mass of green. The afternoon sun was high and glinted off the glass remains of a tower block that once housed thousands of people. Most of the buildings – the houses, the shops, the schools – had long ago been swallowed up by a tide of green, as nature had reclaimed what had once been taken from her. (We call this ‘the Bush’, and nobody goes there, apart from the salvagers who try to find the stuff that was left by the people of the Wonder Age.)

Duke nudged me and pointed to a huge old boar crossing the road in front of us. It stopped and shook its head angrily at us as we approached, forcing us to slow down, and it bared its broken yellow tusks as we passed, making me shiver. Above us circled a pair of toucans and, as we neared the coast, scores of squealing seagulls appeared.

Soon the road forked at the old petrol station that had given up the last of its precious fluid centuries ago. The left-hand fork goes to the little bay at Culvercot; we took the right one towards Tynemouth and, it will turn out, a whole new future.

Nanny Moo sniffed disapprovingly at the three new arrivals standing nervously on the black and white tiles between the items of furniture packed into our entrance hall. She circled them, hands deep into her apron pocket, while the grandfather clock tick-tocked loudly.

‘French?’ she said after getting a whiff of Monsieur Lumière’s rather pungent cologne.

‘Oui, madame! Mustapha B. Lumière, direct descendendant of the great Auguste and—’

‘Travellin’ showman?’ she said, without any attempt to hide her disdain. 

‘Aha! I prefer the term “International Exhibitionist”.’

Nanny Moo peered at him over her spectacles. ‘You can call yourself what you like, mon-sewer. Only I run a respectable establishment here, and—’

‘I can pay you in advance, madame. A whole month. And I can repair things, such as …’

Nanny Moo’s attitude changed ’mediately. ‘A month? The Fish Fair only lasts three days. I thought you’d be off after that.’

Monsieur Lumière blinked rapidly. ‘Ahh … we ’ave some … other business in the area, madame. It may or may not be conclu-duded in the speci-fecified time.’

‘Other business? What would that be then?’ Nanny Moo does like to know what her guests are up to, but Monsieur Lumière was already counting out coins. ‘Well, you’re in luck. I had a cancellation. There’s no discount, mind. Ten crowns a night, breakfast and fish dinner. Hot water is extra, but don’t bother askin’ cos we’re low on oil. I only cook plain. None of your fancy continental stuff. And the ape stays outside.’

I could swear Pierre understood this, for his little shoulders slumped, and he cast his gaze to the chequered floor.

‘But, madame, Pierre is ’ouse-trained. He uses the lava-tavatory like a man.’

‘Oh aye? I expect he leaves the seat up like a man an’ all. Well, if he disgraces himself just once, he’s out. Is that understood?’

‘That, madame, will be excel-excellent, formidable. I will go and bring the caravan into the yard. Pierre, Duke – come with me.’ He bowed, then minced off, his leather shoes click-clacking on the tiles, and leaving me curious about their ‘other business’.

There is no business in Tynemouth other than fish.
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I was in the yard behind our house, admiring the fancy paintwork of the caravan. There were swirls and loops and little animals and flowers in every colour ’maginable. It was old, and slightly faded – which somehow made it even lovelier. Duke was stretched out zizzing on the tractor’s bench seat, his bowler hat over his face.

‘You like?’ said Monsieur Lumière behind me. ‘It is the work of the finest artist off ze kind in Europe. You wish to see inside? Duke – open her up!’

Duke awoke instantly, and jumped down. He flicked a couple of bolts, and the whole back of the caravan sprang open, accompanied by a loud musical chord. Packed into the space were devices of every kind – machines of plastic and metal, most of which I had no idea about their doings.

‘Behold!’ Monsieur Lumière sclaimed. ‘A myriad of marvels! A considera-bubble collection of electrical antiqui-tiquities. And all powered by bible-cycle!’

‘Holy ravioli!’ I said, pointing at a large black screen. ‘Is that a television?’

‘Mais oui! Unfortun-ortunately, it does not work, but you can imagine, yes? And ’ere we ’ave a “desktop computer”, dated to around 2015.’

‘And does that work?’ I asked.

‘Hmmm … not exactly. Although I am able to connect it to this device ’ere, which will allow it to show a moving picture, a video-replica if you like, of word processing in real time so you will see exactly what it was like.’

One by one, he showed me other exhibits: relics of the Wonder Age of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. A microwave oven, which – he said – worked until quite recently; a ‘Teasmade’, which is a clock that boils water and makes a cuppa tea; a huge glass-fronted cabinet called a ‘vending machine’ that serves food when you put a coin in the slot. That, he said, needed repairing. There was a big jug on a plastic base that he called a ‘blender’, and a ‘vacuum cleaner’ with a springy plastic hose.

‘By the twenty-first century,’ he splained, ‘most devices relied on silicon chips to work. Saddle-addly, they have all deteri-eriorated and cannot now be replaced. But this … this works perfectly!’ 

He skipped up into the caravan and picked up a box with a large flared horn attached to it, which he carried to an upturned barrel. 

‘This, my little friend, is the gramophone – like all great things, invented by the French. Regard – the large brass ’orn attached to a movable arm on top of this box with a clockwork mechanism inside. Do you see? Duke will demon-emonstrate!’

He lifted up the lid to reveal a simple system of cogs. Duke wound it up with a little handle, and a flat disc started to revolve. Inside a drawer beneath the box were six black ‘records’: round and flat with a hole in the middle. He put one on the revolving disc, moved the arm with the horn so it was resting on the record and …

You will not believe this …

Music came out of the horn!

How? I do not know. It just worked, and it was invented back in eighteen hundred and something, and if I did not know better I would say it was magic because that is exactly what it felt like when Duke made music come from the horn.

Monsieur Lumière’s eyes closed as he listened to the sound, and his fingers twitched in time. Beside him, Pierre jigged around and clapped his little monkey paws. Nanny Moo came out into the yard to see where the music was coming from, only to be ’mediately grabbed by Monsieur Lumière and spun round in time to the music, as though he had quite forgot that she is his landlady, and he has only just met her.

‘Oh, get off me, you fool,’ she snapped, slapping his hands away. But she was smiling, so I do not think she minded much.

‘Et voilà! This ’ere,’ he said, ’is the ’eart of the thing. My life’s work. Salvaged from a flooded museum of cinematography by my great-grandpapa and restored to full working order by ’im and my father. The projector! And ’ere is the fillum.’

He placed a large circular tin can on his lap and eased the lid off carefully. I reached forward, and he patted my wrist gently.

‘Hey, hey, no touching! Not without zese.’ 

From a pocket, he took a pair of cotton gloves and put them on. Only then did he ease from the tin the end of a tightly wound coil of paper-thin plastic. He unwound the strip and held it up, and I saw that it was semi-transparent: a series of windows with colours ’luminated by the light behind.

‘This is vair rare,’ whispered Monsieur Lumière. ‘Vair few fillums in this condition ’ave survived the devastation of time. Most of them ’ave been destroyed beyond use. But a few – just a few – ’ave lasted. I, Mustapha B. Lumière –’ he looked up, a dreamy look in his dark eyes – ‘bring these fillums to life once more. Tomorrow Duke is out front with the megaphone, and you, my little assistante, will ’elp me inside!’

Duke put a different disc on to the gramophone and Monsieur Lumière cocked his head as the music came out of the horn. ‘Écoutez! This is “Rock Around the Clock” by Bill ’Aley and the Comets from nineteen ’undred and fifty-four. This wonderful music was being played more than four hundred years ago! The men and women who were playing the guitars and the flutes and … and the timpa-nimpani – they died centuries ago, but we can wind up a machine and listen to them! It is like travelling back in time, no? Travelling back in time!’

All that I have described was earlier today. That evening, Duke and I nailed up the remaining posters round town and helped to carry Monsieur Lumière’s exhibits into the hall that he has rented for the three days of the Fish Fair. 

I have only known Duke for a few hours, but I like him already. He’s skinnier than me, but much stronger, and he dragged the massive vending machine all by himself.

When it is done, we sit on the rear step of the caravan in the yard, and we drink Nanny Moo’s fish broth that she sent with us in a flask. 

‘What is your “other business” here?’ I ask. ‘After all, this is a tiny fair to visit. You may not make much coin.’

Duke blows on the steaming broth and gives me a sideways glance with his good eye. ‘Ye’s a snoopy paloni, ain’tcha?’

‘I am not snooping,’ I say. ‘I am just …’

I shrug. I was snooping, I suppose. Anyway, he gulps his broth and says no more – which of course makes me even more curious.
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The first day of the Fish Fair is cloudy and mizzly, and the people who have come to Front Street cast glum looks at the sky. Duke, however, stands on the Wonderbuggy with a grin to rival the sun, in his long coat and bowler hat. His boots have been shined to a mirror polish. Beside him, Pierre is in a matching outfit – even the tiny hat. 

The Wonderbuggy and the caravan are parked in front of the Salutation Hall, a wide old brick building wedged between a tavern doing busy trade and an open-fronted shop selling equipment for boats. The hall itself is ancient and well preserved thanks to restoration by the townspeople long before I was born. Its polished double wooden doors open on to a small lobby and then, inside, a large room with uneven oak floors and a raised stage at one end. In stone, above the doors, are carved numbers and words in a language I do not understand.

SALUTATIO AD DEUM
 1892

Duke raises a battered tin megaphone to his lips and begins his ’nouncements.

‘Roll up, lays and gennlemen! Witness the unparalleled astonishments of the Wonder Age before your very eyes! The marvellous moovie will start at the same time as the rain – in fifteen minutes!’ 

He has learned to talk this way from Monsieur Lumière, and he is very good at it. He even imitates his uncle’s odd way with long words, saying, ‘What you see will be truly unbuffaluffable!’

Next to him, Pierre rattles a tin cup with coins in it, encouraging people to pay the entrance fee. Inside, Monsieur Lumière is showing people round the exhibits.

Nanny Moo has positioned herself near the door with a large vat of oil in which she is frying eel and serving it up on five-cent sticks.

Further up Front Street are stalls selling live geese; there is a troupe of acrobats in colourful outfits who say they are from China (although I have my doubts for they do not look Chinese, and sound as though they come from Middlesbrough). There are singers with guitars, a metal cauldron over a fire making fresh popcorn, and a coconut shy with real coconuts. The air is ripe with the smell of every type of fish product you can imagine: fish oils, fish medicines, dried sprats, pickled herring, live lobsters, cured dogfish skins from Cornwall, crabs from up the coast in Craster, winkles, mussels, jars of jellied cods’ eyes, fishing lines, fishing nets, fish hooks of every size, and necklaces of sharks’ teeth.

Then there is a crack of thunder, and the downpour starts. Soon people are pushing to get inside out of the rain, and Duke winks at me as if to say, Told you!

‘Standing room only remaining!’ he barks into the megaphone. ‘Two crowns per person – give it to the monkey. Please form a bona line – the show will start more rapid-iddly that way, ay fang yew!’

I move inside the darkened hall, holding a lamp, and there are another dozen or so similar lamps on the walls, emitting the unmistakable aroma of the fish oil that burns inside them. I am supposed to be checking people’s tickets, though I have no idea what to do if someone does not have one. 

I hear a voice saying, ‘Ey-up, Ocean! Got yourself a job, I see.’ I hold up the lamp for a better view. It is Sunbeam Dinesh, an older girl from Culvercot, with her father, both smiling and munching on Nanny Moo’s fishsticks. 

Soon the hall fills up. Monsieur Lumière mounts the little stairs to the raised stage and claps his hands together a few times before the crowd is quiet.

‘Thank you, mesdames et messieurs, boys and girls! Thank you for coming to see my show. Thank you to my two young assistants, and thank you to the good govern-overnors of wonderful Tyne-mooth for allowing me to rent this ’istoric building!’

‘Get on with it, you French windbag!’ shouts Sunbeam’s dad, and people chuckle. Monsieur Lumière is unoffended and smiles as he addresses the voice.

‘Ah, monsieur! I, too, would be impatient to witness the wonders that are about to unfold in this empori-oriumum of reverie! My friends, stand by to laugh, to cry, to be transported to a galaxy far, far away as we experi-erience the struggle between two worlds and the journey of the twentieth-century’s greatest cinematical hero as ’e overcomes an evil tyrant!’

Monsieur Lumière’s eyes bulge, and the crowd goes, ‘Oooh!’

Someone calls, ‘Is it a true story?’ and someone else says, ‘Course it is!’

‘Some of you may know that fillums like these were accompanied by dia-lialogue spoken by the actors, and music and fantastic sound effects.’ 

Monsieur Lumière now hangs his head in exaggerated sorrow. ‘Sadly, the technology to reproduce the sound on fillums is lost to us.’ He pauses, then draws himself up again. ‘But be not dis’eartened, mes amis, for I ’ave located a copy of the entire script in a library in Leeds, and I will be deliver-rivering the words myself! I will be recreating the music on this, my antique accordion, and the sound effects will be supplied by your own wonderful imagi-naginations!’

There are unhappy mumblings going through the crowd. I am not sure they were ’specting a silent film in return for two crowns. Somehow, though, Monsieur Lumière’s enthusiasm is carrying him through.

‘And now I must instruct my young assistante. Ocean – commence with the pedal-eddling! And Duke – switch on the projector!’

Duke and I are in a little booth at the back of the hall. I climb up on a small triangular seat with pedals beneath it. As I push the pedals, they turn a chain, which is connected to a large dynamo that generates electricity. A few seconds later, a white rectangle appears behind Monsieur Lumière, his shadow cast large on it. He heaves a huge piano accordion on to his chest and plays a high chord.

‘Lays and gennlemen – I present the greatest fillum of the twentieth century. Star Wars!’

I can see the screen through a gap in the wall of the booth and watch, mesmerised, as the story of the spaceships and Luke Skywalker and the evil Darth Vader unfolds before my eyes. Monsieur Lumière shouts the story, tries the different voices for Luke and the princess and growling the voice of Darth Vader – and all accompanied by accordion music that does not really fit but nobody seems to mind. The audience is laughing and cheering. 

Duke turns to me with a face-splitting grin and says something that I do not hear over the clatter of the projector.

No one hears when the roof starts to crack.

I spot dust coming from the ceiling, the tiny flecks catching the light from the projector. First a few, then more and more. Then there is a loud splintering noise, a huge dust-cloud descends, and a groan of fear goes up from the crowd.

Some people start to push their way out. Then ceiling tiles come down, followed by a massive chunk of plaster, and a gush of rainwater, landing on people as they shuffle and push and scream.

Two of the oil lamps fall off the walls, spilling their fuel on the ground, and flames flick round people’s feet, upping the panic. Someone yells, ‘Make way for the children! Get the bairns out!’

On the stage, Monsieur Lumière is shouting, ‘Please! Do not panic! Make an orderly exit!’

It is too late. He rips off his velvet jacket and starts frantically beating at the tongues of flame licking the stage.

As up on the screen Han Solo and Chewbacca fly the Millennium Falcon through space, here on earth the panicking crowd squeeze through the exit doors.

I stop pedalling, and seconds later the light on the projector dies, plunging the hall into near-dark and causing more panic. I can make out Duke, now trapped in the squash of people, his face flushed and breathless, his hat smoking where a flaming ember has caught it.

Then there is another massive crunch, a noise like whooomf and an even louder scream as a huge portion of the roof falls in, bringing the screen down and causing another surge of people trying to get out. I join them as they pour through the door and into the street, coughing and caked in dust. 

Outside, I find Duke among the brabble of people. I can hardly bear to look at his head, which is burnt and bleeding. ‘Where’s me uncle?’ he is screaming. ‘Has anyone vada’d Lumière?’

‘He’s still in there, son – it’s too late to save him,’ says a man. 

A change comes over Duke’s face as quick as turning up the flame on an oil lamp. Without a further word, he hunches his shoulders and pushes past the people who are still coming out.

‘No, kidda! Keep outta there!’ shouts Sunbeam’s dad, dashing after him, but he is stopped by a smouldering roof beam that falls in his path. It knocks over Nanny Moo’s cauldron: the boiling oil sloshes into the entrance and catches fire itself.

‘Duke!’ I shout. ‘It is too dangerous!’ It is impossible to make myself heard above the commotion. Nanny Moo grips my arm, and I realise that I was about to run in after him. I turn and, terrified, I bury my face in her greasy apron. I just cannot bear to look.

I am not sure how long I stay like that, but I do notice when there is a sudden, brief lull in the crowd’s noise. I hear someone shout, ‘Look!’ then someone else cries, ‘Help him!’ and when I turn I see Duke, both fists gripping the back of Monsieur Lumière’s collar, dragging his uncle’s limp body through the flaming building into the street.

‘Is he alive?’ says a voice.

‘Keep away – stand back – give him some air!’

‘Uncle! Uncle!’ yells Duke at his side. ‘Oh, please!’

I hardly recognise the body lying outstretched on the ground. His left arm is at a rum angle, his clothes are charred and torn and, strangest of all, his head, which before had been topped with piled-high black hair, is completely bald, with a large cut oozing blood.

‘H-his hair!’ I say, horrified. ‘It
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